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	1. Chapter 1

**Vikings of Berk – Race to The Edge**

**Eye of The Beholder**

**Part One – The Search Must Go On**

_Three years since the events of 'Defenders of The Skies';_

Hiccup and Toothless started their day as they always did; with their usual morning flight. As they swooped over the village of Berk, Hiccup looked down to see the villagers going about their daily activities. They were, of course, noticed; people would call up to them, and wave. But Toothless would already be out of hearing distance, rising into the sky.  
>It had been three years since their 'war' with the Berserkers came to an end, and Berk had changed… A lot.<br>Snotlout worked in the armory, now, as the 'Official Weapons Tester'.

The Twins, Ruff and Tuff, have, to no-one's surprise, have decided to "devote their lives to Loki"… Which 'basically' meant that they went around pulling pranks on people, and causing general disruption wherever they went.

And no one could argue that Fishlegs had found his calling: teaching the children of Berk, the History of Dragons.

A moment later, Hiccup heard his girlfriend, Astrid, calling his name. He glanced back, grinning, "Hey, there you are!"

Astrid, who was sitting on her Deadly- Nadder, Stormfly's, back, rolled her eyes; "Hiccup, we've been chasing you since the armoury!"

Toothless slowed, so that Stormfly could pull up alongside them. Hiccup smiled at them, "Well, I thought we'd try out the far north today."

Astrid hesitated for a moment, "Can we talk about something, first?"

Hiccup nodded, "Yeah, sure… If you can catch me!" Toothless shot forwards, and Stormfly surged after them.

A moment later, Stormfly reached out to Hiccup's mind, and, speaking so that only he would hear her, the Nadder said, **'Astrid has something she needs to talk to you about … Its important, and she's worried that you might take it the wrong way; could you at least slow down?"**

Hiccup frowned, slightly, and signaled for Toothless to slow to a more 'sustainable' pace. Not wanting to reveal that Stormfly had tipped him off, Hiccup spoke first; "You know, I've got a really good feeling about today!"

"Hiccup, you say that _every_ day," Astrid said, as Stormfly drew up alongside Toothless.

For the next few minutes, the two dragons flew in silence. When they reached the next sea stack; the dragons set down, and the riders slid down from their backs.

A few minutes passed in silence, than Astrid sighed, "Look… I … I don't know how else to say it, but… We've visited every island, every sea- stack, and every rock in the Archipelago _twice_ … and we haven't found any new dragons in a long time."

"This can't be all there is…" Hiccup shrugged, "There has to be something more out there."

Astrid took a deep breath, as though gathering her courage, than said, "What if there isn't, Hiccup … What if we're done? What if… the search is over?"

"It can't be." Hiccup repeated, his eyes on the horizon before them.

"Well… It's over for me." Astrid's words immediately caught Hiccup's attention, and he turned to look at her. "I… I've been trying to tell you: Stormfly and I… We're … we're joining the Berk Guard."

"Oh," Hiccup said, trying to keep his voice casual. "That's … That's great… I'm… I'm happy for you guys." For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Finally, Astrid said, "Look; maybe you should give some thought to … what's next for you and Toothless…?"

"What's next …" Hiccup sighed, "My dad's the Chief, Astrid, and I'm next in line…" he turned to face her. "This is the only part of my life when I'll be able to leave Berk on a moments' notice, or to be gone for more than a few days at a time … to find out what's … what's out there." As he spoke, he gestured out, towards the horizon.

Toothless spoke up, then, **'It's the bond we share, too, I think … After I was first separated from my colony; part of me wanted to fly, and keep flying; to see if maybe there were Night- Furies somewhere else … At the same time, I had the feeling that I couldn't leave; that I wasn't meant to leave, then...'** He turned to Astrid, **'If I felt the urge to travel, others must have too… We **_**need**_** to know.'**

A sound echoed, in the distance, and Astrid got to her feet, reluctantly, "That's the call for the Berk Guard to gather for drills; we've got to go…" She hesitated, again, and Hiccup saw that her eyes were brighter than usual. "Hiccup; Are we… you know… 'Good'? You're not–"

Before Astrid could finish, Hiccup stood, hugged her, and kissed her lightly on a cheek. "It's your choice, Astrid; I need to keep looking, and I'd love to have you with us, both of you." He glanced at Stormfly, than back to Astrid. "But its not my place to tell you what you should or shouldn't do, and I will never, " Hiccup looked Astrid in the eye, "hold your choices against you." He was silent for a moment, than continued, "Since the topic has come up, though, I have an idea I've been meaning to…"

The call sounded again, and Hiccup forced a smile, "We'll talk about it later … Go on; you don't want to be late."

Astrid seemed to relax, though she still seemed down. She nodded and climbed back onto Stormfly's back. Before the Deadly- Nadder took off, Astrid said, "Thank you, Hiccup; and, please, be careful… You know how much you mean to me."

Hiccup nodded, and the Deadly- Nadder took off, vanishing from view, a few minutes later.

Hiccup watched until they vanished from view. Then he sighed, and turned to Toothless, "I guess it's just you and me from now on, bud."

Toothless gave a low, sympathetic warble. **'Astrid needs to feel like she's being productive; doing something useful… Despite that, she stayed with us for months after the others gave up. Besides: you saw how hard it was for her to tell you.' **

Hiccup nodded, "I know, bud… Well; we might as well get started." Toothless angled back in the direction they'd been heading, and the journey northwards continued.

As they flew, Hiccup turned his gaze skywards; silently, he asked Thor to send him a sign.

_A few hours after noon_;

Hiccup and Toothless returned to Berk hours earlier than he normally would have, and made a point of avoiding the crowds, as he and Toothless stopped at the Dragon Arena, than returned home.

Hiccup sighed: Their biggest 'accomplishment' today had been a brief skirmish with a Snow Wraith; a _known_ dragon species, and one that, apparently, didn't care for their company.

Hiccup considered the tooth that had been knocked from the dragon's mouth during the encounter, sighed, and put it back in the pouch where it had come from.

When Hiccup got home, Stoick was sitting at the table. "Hiccup; what're you doing home so early?"

Hiccup tried to evade the question, "Oh… uh… I just … wanted to spend some quality time with my dad! Yeah… we never get to talk anymore!"

Stoick raised an eyebrow at him, "Alright; what is it?"

Hiccup sighed, "Did you know that Astrid just joined the Berk Guard?"

Stoick nodded, "I'd heard that; good for her!"

Hiccup nodded, "And the other Riders have got their different things going on…"

Stoick's expression seemed to soften, "What are you saying, son?"

Hiccup shrugged, "I'm saying… I don't know… maybe its time for me…"

Before he could finish, the door burst open: revealing Ruff and Tuff, supporting a limp figure between them!

"Trader Johann!" Stoick leapt to his feet, and rushed forwards. "What happened?"

Trader Johann took a deep breath, "Dagur!"

Hiccup frowned, "What about Dagur?"

In an instant, it all came back: Three years ago, Dagur The Deranged had abducted Stoick from Berk, towards the end of yet another of The Berserkers' failed attacks on Berk. Hiccup had thwarted Dagur's plot; saved his father; and, in the hopes of ending the matter once and for all, had evoked The Three- Strikes Edict against Dagur…

Three Transgressions; Three Warnings… The fourth could be punished by Death, without fear of retaliation from the tribe to which the offender belonged.

Than Outcast Island had been converted into a prison, for Dagur, and all who followed him.

Trader Johann turned to face Hiccup, "He's out … He's more berserk than ever! And, from the way he was talking, Hiccup, you're number- one on his revenge- list!"

Then, before anyone could say another word, Trader Johann lost consciousness.

**Part Two – The Ship Graveyard**

_A short time later, in the Dragon Arena;_

"All we got out of Johann before he passed out was this: Dagur escaped from Outcast Island by commandeering his ship; he threw Johann overboard about here," Hiccup pointed at a spot on the map behind him.

Astrid, Fishlegs, the Twins, Snotlout, and their dragons stood before him, listening to his briefing.

Snotlout huffed, "So what you're saying is: 'Dagur could be anywhere be now'."

"Technically, yes." Hiccup admitted, "But there's more to it…"

"Well that's just great," Snotlout interrupted. "So that just leaves, let me think, _the entire ocean to search_! … No, thank you."

"Master Hiccup!" A familiar voice said, a moment before Trader Johann joined them, by the map.

"Trader Johann; you're awake!" Hiccup said, turning to greet the newcomer.

The trader gave Hiccup a half bow, "And feeling much better, thank you for asking!" Than Johann's expression turned serious, "More importantly, I have more than a strong feeling as to where our nefarious foe might be heading."

As he spoke, Trader Johann gestured to the map in a way that prompted Hiccup to ask "Outside the Archipelagos?"

Johann shook his head, "No, just outside the fog bank on our outer group of islands."

Hiccup frowned, "We've never been out that far…"

"When Dagur commandeered my precious ship, he also came into possession of a very important map; one that leads to a graveyard of ships, hidden in that for bank."

"_Wow, that's the first place I'd go_!" Snotlout said, sarcasm evident in his voice.

"If I may be allowed to finish?" Johann asked, coolly.

Snotlout looked like he was about to say more, but Hiccup cut him off, "Enough, Snotlout!" Turning back to Johann, he asked, "What's so special about the graveyard, and why would he go there?" An instant before Johann could begin, Hiccup added, "The short version, please."

"It's where I keep all of my treasures and wares," Johann replied. For a full ten seconds, no one spoke; it was the shortest statement any of them had ever heard Johann utter. Then Johann himself said, "You know, this reminds me of the time–"

"Johann; focus… Is there anything else we should know?" Hiccup asked.

"As a matter of fact, there is one ship that you must avoid at all cost! It is called," A shudder passed through Johann. "'The 'Reaper'… It's riddled with booby- traps from stem to stern; barely made it out with my life, the only time I ventured aboard!"

"Ok, Toothless; lets go." He turned to the others, "Unless, of course, any of you can take time out of your busy schedules to capture a dangerous manic?"

"You're not going anywhere without me," Astrid said, immediately. Then they were all running to mount their dragons.

_Three hours later; _

"This is pretty great; huh, bud?" Hiccup called back to the others. "Feels like forever since we all flew as a group! Lets see how rusty you guys are: 'V-formation'!" As he spoke, he moved his arms to form a 'V' in the air. He glanced back, and saw that the other dragons had parted into two lines, one angling to either side.

He smiled, and nodded, "Not bad… Now lets try 'Diamond- formation!'

"Just how rusty does this guy think we are?" Tuff asked.

Hiccup sighed, "I think I'll let Fishlegs answer that one."

Below the Twins, Fishlegs, who was being squished between his dragon and the Twins' Zippleback, coughed, and called "Hey, guys; little tight on the 'diamond', aren't we?"

Hiccup chuckled, but didn't speak; he had a feeling he'd made his point, and didn't see any need to rub it in.

_Some time later, the 'graveyard of ships',_

"I knew it… I knew there was more!" Hiccup said, as they flew over the dozens of half- sunk boats.

Astrid and Stormfly moved to fly alongside them. Astrid shook her head, "Some of these ships; I've never seen anything like them before…"

'**I don't like this place,'** Stormfly commented, speaking so only Astrid, Hiccup and Toothless could hear. **'Something doesn't feel right.'**

"Ok, everybody fan out; If you see any trace of Dagur, send a signal," Hiccup instructed. They fanned out, and began to search through the wrecks from above.

_Astrid;_

As Stormfly flew through the ships, Astrid tried to reassure her Nadder that they'd be fine. But the further they went, the more Astrid found herself agreeing with Stormfly: something wasn't right here.

Aware that Stormfly was keeping a keen eye on their surroundings, Astrid tried to focus her thoughts on something else; just long enough to pull herself together, she promised herself. The first thing that came to mind: what Hiccup had said to her, that morning, before she had to leave for drills with the Berk Guard…  
>"<em>It's your choice, Astrid; I need to keep looking, and I'd love to have you with us, both of you, but its not my place to tell you what you should or shouldn't do, and I will never hold your choices against you."<em>

Despite his words, Astrid couldn't get the look of surprise she'd seen on his face, when she'd told him that he was joining the Berk Guard, out of her head. Than there was his last statement, the one he'd never gotten the chance to finish: _"Since the topic has come up, though, I have an idea I've been meaning to…"_

'_What did you want to talk to me about, Hiccup?_' Astrid asked herself. There was no way for her to know, though; and, deciding that she'd indulged herself enough, she returned her attention to their surroundings.

_Half an hour later;_

Approximately thirty minutes after they arrived at the ship graveyard, the six riders and five dragons regrouped on the deck of a relatively intact boat.

"No sign of Dagur," Hiccup commented.

"Looks like we got here first," Astrid agreed. "What's the plan?"

"We wait," Hiccup said, simply.

"Wait, what? … For how long?" Fishlegs looked nervous at the idea. "This fog really gives Meatlug the willies."

Astrid nodded in agreement, "He has a point: We can't wait around here for ever."

Hiccup gestured around them, "Well, we can't just leave Johann's treasures laying around here; Dagur will steal them!"

"… And use the profits to build a new armada," Astrid finished, as she realized what Hiccup was implying.

"Not if we steal them first!" Ruffnut said, smirking.

Tuffnut snorted, "That is the dumbest idea I've ever heard; I hereby disown you!"

Hiccup smiled, "You know, I kind of like it."

Tuffnut turned back to his sister, "Welcome back to the Family!"

Hiccup rolled his eyes, "Here's the plan: we search the ships; gather up Johann's treasures, and bring them back to Berk. But keep an eye out for Dagur; he could show up at any time!"

A sudden noise caught his attention, and Hiccup hurried to the edge of the deck. He glanced overboard, and his eyes widened, "Eels! Get to your dragons before they get spooked and take off!"

The others hurried to do as he said, but they were too late: the dragons had shot into the sky, and into the bellies of the clouds… the sole exception being Toothless. The others called after their dragons, but the only one who replied was Stormfly; **'I'm sorry, Astrid; I'll come back as soon as I can… Its just … **_**eels**_**!'**

Toothless remained crouched at the stern of the boat, growling, **'Eels… I hate eels; especially–' **Before he could finish, a massive head rose into the air; the head of an eel larger than any they'd ever seen, or heard of before.

Hiccup hurried over to him, and clambered onto Toothless's back, "Easy there, bud; it's only a couple of eels … Really big, screaming, mean, eels."

Toothless snorted, **'Not. Helping.'** With Hiccup on his back, the black dragon rose into the sky, circling the boat from above.

Than one of the massive eels coiled around the prow of the boat, and jerked downwards, pulling it into the sea. Fishlegs, Snotlout, and the twins managed to grab on to something, but Astrid slid down the slanting deck, towards the ocean, and the eels.

"HICCUP!" Astrid cried, than she vanished into the water.

Toothless and Hiccup plunged after her, **'In case I haven't said this, already: I hate eels!' **An instant later, they plunged into the ocean.

Most girls, most _people_, would've panicked after falling into an ocean full of massive eels. They found Astrid with her axe in hand, swinging the weapon in an attempt to discourage the three eels that were rising towards her.

The nearest one was less than twenty feet away when something shot past her, and the eels scattered. Glancing up, she saw Hiccup and Toothless, moving towards her. She kicked up to meet them, and settled onto Toothless's back behind Hiccup.

A moment later, the black dragon rose back into the air, and returned them to the deck. The other eels, meanwhile, seemed to have taken the hint, and fell back.

Astrid took several deep breaths, "Thanks, Hiccup… You too, Toothless."

"Pardon me," Snotlout cut in, "but does anyone else think that Johann could've warned us about, oh I don't know, _THE GIANT SCREAMING EELS_?"

"Snotlout, will you relax?" Hiccup asked, exasperatedly, "The dragons will be back, if we can stay quiet long enough for the eels to lose interest … In the meantime, we stick with the plan: we find Johann's treasure – Quietly."

Snotlout huffed, but he, Fishlegs, and the Twins made their way below decks, leaving Hiccup and Astrid up top.  
>For a few minutes, neither of them spoke, than Astrid realized where Hiccup was looking, "Why are you staring at that ship?"<p>

"Because I'm thinking of checking it out," Hiccup said, casually.

"'The Reaper'; the ship Johann warned us about?"

"Exactly," Hiccup agreed. "'A ship covered with booby- traps from stem to stern'… I've got my Night- Fury armor, and Toothless's scale- armor had grown- in, so I'm thinking: what is on there that they don't want people to find?" As he spoke, Hiccup removed his black helmet from where it hung on Toothless's saddle; pulled it onto his head, and pulled down the faceplate. "We'll meet you back here… Be careful."

Astrid managed a small smile, "Somehow, I feel like I should be saying that to you."

**Part Three – The Dragon- Eye**

_Twenty minutes later, on The Reaper,_

Hiccup had lost count of the number of traps he and Toothless had triggered, and … 'mostly' dodged, since they'd arrived on the deck of The Reaper.

At last, Hiccup turned to Toothless, "Ok: nobody goes to this much trouble, unless there's something on this boat that they don't want found." Toothless snorted in agreement.

It took a little while, but, at last, they reached the Captain's Quarters. Cautiously, Hiccup opened the door. When nothing dropped, shot, or thudded, he and Toothless entered the room. The walls were decorated with dragon skulls. Directly in front of them stood a table, and on the table lay…

"What is that?" Hiccup asked, as he made his way forward. The object was long, cylindrical, and intricately decorated. There was no way to know what it was, but Hiccup knew one thing for sure: "If it's on this ship, it's no good for dragons; which means we cant leave it here for Dagur." Cautiously, he reached over, flicked away a random arm bone that lay across the object, and picked it up.

Immediately, a giant axe dropped from the ceiling, and Hiccup heard a series of sounds that told him that now would be a very good time to be somewhere else.

Immediately, he and Toothless raced back the way they'd come.

Mere moments before they emerged on deck, something stopped him in his tracks; a feeling, deep down, that something was wrong. He slid the item they'd retrieved into his satchel, and, by a stroke of luck, found a bag of treasure laying next to a heap of bones. He selected a short 'rod' of gold, encrusted with gems, that was about the same size as the relic they'd retrieved.

Then he and Toothless emerged out of the main hold, and onto the deck, Hiccup careful to hold the golden rod so that he'd see anyone who was in a position that would allow them to see it. They turned around, and saw Dagur and several of his men, standing around a cage at the opposite end of the ship.

"Hiccup; did you miss me?" Dagur asked, in a jovial tone. "Because I sure missed you, every day for three years; I've thought about you!" His smile widened, and he stepped aside.

Hiccup's eyes widened, "Astrid!"

Toothless growled, and Dagur turned to face him, "And you too, Mr. Night- Fury."

"Sorry, Hiccup," Astrid said, miserably. "He got the drop on us while we were searching…"

Dagur rounded on her, "QUIET!" Astrid glared at him, but she fell silent. Dagur nodded in Hiccup's direction, "Can't you see my 'brother' and I are having a moment."

Hiccup scowled, "First of all: you're not my brother; and second: we are not having a moment."

"Oh, well; I was." Dagur shrugged, "But look at you: all grown up!" He winked, "And quite the ladies' man, I'd wager."

Hiccup scowled, "That's hardly your business, Dagur, and, while I can't say that I'm happy to see you, I can think of several hundred Night- Furies who'd love to make your acquaintance, right before they tear you to bloody pieces … But back to the matter at hand: what, exactly, do you want?"

Dagur froze, "Did you say 'several hundred'…" He took a deep breath.

From behind him, Snotlout muttered, "He wants the jewels, duh!"

Dagur chuckled, "Yes, I'll take the jewels," at this, one of Dagur's men elbowed Ruffnut in the stomach, forcing her to spit out the jewels she'd been hiding in her cheeks. "And," Dagur continued, "I'll also take whatever you're hiding behind your back… Come on, hand it over!"

Resisting the urge to smile, Hiccup tossed the gem encrusted golden rod at the Berserker Chief. Dagur caught it, and chuckled, "Now: if you'll excuse me, I've got people to see, an army to build, revenge to plot … Oh; so much to do in so little time! Isn't this exciting, Hiccup?"

"Not as 'exciting' as it will get, Dagur… **Not even close,"** As Hiccup spoke; his voice changed, his eyes changed color, and blue lines began to trace a pattern across his armor. At the same moment, a sense of energy began to radiate from him.

"What the… what's happening?" Dagur stammered.

"**An excellent question, Dagur, but not one I can answer, at present**_**."**_ Hiccup sounded like he was smiling, but, with his face hidden behind his helmet, it was impossible to tell. **"Three years ago, I couldn't tap into this energy for more than a few moments at a time**_**, **_**but as you can see, it's getting easier…**_** You want 'exciting', Dagur? Give me a few minutes… It's slow going, I know, but as the saying goes: 'good things take time'**_**."**

As Hiccup and Dagur spoke, Dagur's men backed away, with their plunder, towards where they moored their boat alongside The Reaper. When all but one of them had boarded, Dagur followed, appearing relieved.

The Berserker boat pulled away, and, once they were a safe distance from The Reaper, Dagur shouted "FIRE!" A boulder was hurled skywards, arcing towards their boat.

Hiccup removed his helmet, his eyes never leaving the boulders' path, and tossed it onto Toothless's saddle. Then he walked towards the end of the boat furthest from the cage, directly to where the boulder was about to impact…

Mere seconds before it would have collided with him, he raised a hand: above, and slightly to one side, of where he stood. A moment later, the boulder landed, squarely, in his hand. He allowed it to push his arm to its natural extent, than he pushed forward.

A moment later, the boulder landed, with a splash, right where Dagur's boat had been, when it had been launched.

This time, they could see Hiccup's smile, and the eyes of a Night- Fury gleaming in his face. "_**One other thing, Dagur,"**_ he reached into his satchel, and pulled out the artifact he and Toothless had retrieved, **"**_**That little trinket I gave you? It is nothing!" **_He held the object up, for Dagur to see, _**"This is the true prize of 'The Reaper'! Once its secrets have been unlocked…**_**" **Hiccup's voice fell silent: the blue lines on his armor faded back to black; his eyes returned to normal, and he dropped to one knee.

It took several moments for Hiccup's vision to clear, and the ripples of sound on the fringes of his hearing to resolve into Astrid's voice, calling his name. His movements were clumsy, but Hiccup was able to get an arm around the neck of his black dragon.

With Toothless's support, Hiccup made his way towards where his friends waited.

"Hiccup; are you ok?" Astrid asked, the moment he reached the cage. "The dragon- trance… It's … it's changing, isn't it?"

"I'm … I'm fine," Hiccup said. "I've never tried to go that… 'Deeply' into the trance before; guess it's the trade- off … Extra power, but I'm more tired when I come out of it." He turned to Toothless, "Hey, bud, would you…" Hiccup nodded to the door to the cage.

Toothless inclined his head, and Hiccup motioned for everyone to move to the back of the cage; they did. The familiar blue glow filled Toothless's throat, than he launched his plasma- bolt… Nothing happened. The black dragon tried again; to no affect.

Hiccup's eyes widened, "Dragon- proof steel… Not good; this is not good." He pushed himself to his feet, and unsheathed 'Fury'. To his relief, the black blade cut through the bars as easily as any other surface it had come into contact with; the door clattered to the deck.

Astrid immediately pulled Hiccup into a hug, "We've got to get back to Berk!" Then she frowned at the object he'd retrieved, "What is that thing?"

"I'm not sure," Hiccup admitted, "but this notch on the side looks … familiar, but I don't remember…" Then his eyes widened, "Wait a sec." He reached into his belt pouch, and pulled out the Snow Wraith tooth he'd 'won', earlier that afternoon; it was a perfect fit! He turned it to the right, and there was an audible click, but nothing else happened.

Hiccup frowned at it, then had a weird thought, "Hey, Toothless," he held tilted the device so that the narrow end of the cylinder pointed towards Toothless, and the wide end pointed at the inside wall of the boat. "Can you give me a low flame?"

Snotlout frowned, "Why?"

Hiccup raised an eyebrow at him, "Snotlout; I've just come out of my second- longest time in the dragon- trance ever. For some reason, I've got this feeling; I don't know why, or how."

Toothless moved into position, and breathed a low, steady wave of blue fire. The sides of the cylinder glowed the same color, than a beam of light shot out of the other end, projecting spectral blue images onto the inner wall of the boat.

There was a moment of stunned silence, than Hiccup said, "It… It's a map!" He turned his attention to the other rings on the outside of the cylinder, and the image changed to show a dragon. Hiccup turned the ring a few more times, and, with every rotation, an image of a new dragon appeared!

Fishlegs let out a long slow breath, "I've never seen dragons like that before! The map must show where they live!"

Hiccup smiled, his weariness forgotten, "I knew it! I knew there were more! We've got to get this back to Berk!"

Fishlegs hesitated, "Shouldn't we have a look around, though? Whoever owned this boat was clearly studying dragons!"

Hiccup sighed, "Fishlegs; they weren't studying dragons, they were hunting them… The hold below is divided into cells, and each of them holds the skeleton of a dragon; there're even dragon skulls decorating the walls of the captains' quarters … that was where we found this." Silence fell, among them, and then Hiccup said, "Maybe some good can come of it, now, though."

A sudden noise from above them made them look up; and they saw their dragons coming in for a landing. They exchanged a look, silent agreement that it was time to go home.

_That night, at a cliff top, on Berk;_

That night, Hiccup and Astrid met in one of their usual spots, to talk. They sat there, in silence, for almost five minutes. Finally, Astrid said, "Looks like you were right to think that there were more dragons out there; I just want to say…"

Hiccup smiled, and put a hand on Astrid's shoulder, "Don't worry about it, Astrid; you stayed on longer than anyone else… And it _has_ been a long time since we've had any real lead on new dragons."

Astrid smiled, "You're amazing, you know that?"

Hiccup shrugged, "An you're incredible… probably why we've always made such a good team."

Silence settled between them, and it lasted until Astrid said, "This morning, you said you had 'something you were meaning to talk to me about' … what was it?"

Hiccup was silent for a moment, and then he turned to face her, "You know how, when you suggested I think about what might be next for myself and Toothless, and I was talking about me being next in line to be chief?"

Astrid wasn't sure where Hiccup was going, but she nodded, and Hiccup continued, "Now, ideally, that won't happen for a while yet, but, when it does, I was hoping you'd consider taking over teaching the lessons at the Dragon Academy."

Astrid's jaw dropped, "You mean… but what about you?"

"Oh, I'd still help out whenever I could; but I'd have a lot more to look after; and there'll be a lot of people who'll need instruction. Fishlegs could _help_, but you're my first choice." Hiccup smiled, "I don't need an answer now, or even soon… just think about it."

Astrid didn't _need_ to think about it, "If you mean it, sure! You do know I only joined the Berk Guard because … I wanted to…" Her voice drifted to silence; she could tell, from his expression, that he understood why she joined the Berk Guard. She cleared her throat, "I can pull out any time, and help you search for those new dragons."

Hiccup's eyes widened, "I never said you needed to pull out; you'd do well in the Berk Guard; anywhere, really."

"Then I can do well in the Academy, until then, too," Astrid held Hiccup's gaze. "There's a new whole world out there, and there's no-one else I'd rather explore it with."

"Something else we have in common," Hiccup said, his usual smile on his face.

_**To Be Continued...**_


	2. Chapter 2

**Imperfect Harmony**

**Part One – Proposal for an Expedition **

_The following morning, in the Great Hall;_

The following morning, Hiccup, Toothless, and the other Riders and Dragons requested an audience with Chief Stoick, and his council; to present their discovery, and proposal.

Once the rest of the villagers had finished eating, and filed out of the hall, Hiccup and the others moved forward. Hiccup set up the Dragon- Eye, and Toothless breathed directed a wave of low- heat into the narrow end of the mysterious device.

The map appeared on the wall behind him, and Hiccup began to talk.

He kept his report short, and to the point: Five minutes after he began, he was saying "...Writing we can't read; dragons we don't recognize! It's … It's incredible!" Hiccup turned back to where his father, Stoick, sat with several of his advisors. "This Dragon- Eye, this is _proof_ that there is a whole other world out there; a world that must be explored!"

A few seconds later, the light, and map, faded; leaving the assembled Vikings staring at the blank wall, where it had appeared.

For a full ten seconds, nobody spoke. Than Gobber chuckled, turned to the others, and said, "Well, this sure beats normal council business!"

Stoick got to his feet, and moved to join his son. Turning back to his advisors, he said, "It's alright, lads: speak your minds; it's a council, after all… That's why we're here."

"We've been at peace for three years; Best years on Berk that I can remember!" Spitelout, Snotlout's father, said, tapping a finger on the table as he spoke. "I think you know as well as I do, that when you go looking for trouble, you usually find it!"

"I'm with Spitelout!" Sven agreed. "If that Dragon- Eye leads to unknown places; and new wild dragons; than no good will come of it!"

Hiccup turned to Sven, "I completely disagree with that, Sven; Look around you… How can you say that no good will come from discovering new species of dragons?" He looked around at the others, "If they're out there, we need to find them!"

"If there's anything you and the other riders should be doing," Spitelout countered, "it's hunting down Dagur, and putting him back in jail where he belongs!" Several of the others began nodding and muttering to each other, at this.

Astrid saw a change in Hiccup's expression, but all he said was, "That's another reason to go: Dagur was heading beyond our boarders; he thinks we won't go past them, but that's where we'll find him!"

Spitelout turned to Stoick, "Stoick; anytime you want to jump in we can put this thing to rest."

Stoick nodded, "You're right, Spitelout; lets put this to rest." When Hiccup made to speak, he held up a hand, "Not now, son; this is as important for you to hear as it is for them." He turned back to face his advisors, and the other riders and dragons, who'd been standing off to one side, until a few moments before.

"Spitelout, you're absolutely right: these have been our best years, and nothing is more important than peace; peace among us, peace with our neighbors, and peace with the dragons!" Hiccup sighed, than Stoick continued, "But, having said that, let me ask you this, Spitelout: When you and I first had Alvin in our sights, and everyone was trying to tell us to leave well enough alone, what did we do?"

"Crushed him, that's what you did!" Gobber interjected.

"Thank you, Gobber," Stoick said, rolling his eyes. "When Valka was taken, and I went in search of her, could anyone have stopped me?"

Gobber shrugged, "Well; technically, you're the Chief, so… no."

Stoick sighed, "Yes, Gobber: fair point; but you know where I'm going." He put a hand on Hiccup's shoulder, though his attention remained on his advisors. "Think of the most important thing in the world to each of you, and ask yourselves, honestly, how far you would be willing to go to get it?" As he spoke, he put a hand on his son's shoulder.

"The boy's live has been dragons; his life is dragons, and will continue to be! We couldn't stop him from going if we wanted to! Go, lad: Find whatever it is you're looking for; and, when you've found it, Berk will be right here waiting for you!"

Hiccup smiled, and the flicker of… _something_ that Astrid had glimpsed, a moment before, seemed to vanish.

"But what about Dagur?" Spitelout asked, persistently.

To the others' surprise, it was Hiccup who answered, "Dagur … Dagur won't be a problem for _too much_ longer, I wouldn't think." Something about Hiccup's tone immediately captured the attention of the group.

By now, Toothless, who'd been standing at the opposite end of the table, breathing into the Dragon- Eye to project the map, had returned to Hiccup's side. In a voice noticeably softer than usual, the black- dragon said **'You did what you could, Hiccup: You gave Dagur one last chance, one more than you had to … But Dagur makes his own choices, and his men followed his orders… They chose their path; it is not your fault.'**

Suddenly, Hiccup looked as though he hadn't slept for days. In a soft voice, he said, "Did I, Toothless; did I do all I could have? … If I'd told him about 'The Long Night', if he knew how delicate his situation was, I doubt he'd have have left Outcast Island if _I'd given him_ the key."

'**Telling him might not have changed anything; and you were able to give The Elders an alternative to a choice none of them wanted to make: The 'Long Night' was one of the darkest events in my colony's history; **_**none of us**_** wanted this…'** Hiccup sighed, but nodded in apparent agreement.

An instant later, Astrid was at Hiccup's side, "Hiccup; what … what is Toothless talking about?"

Hiccup sighed, "You all remember the time I evoked the Three Strikes Edict against Dagur?" There was a general nodding, and a murmur of confirmation; it wasn't something they were likely to forget. Hiccup continued, "And you remember my … 'warning', to Dagur, before I asked the two Night- Furies to bring him back to Outcast Island?"

Astrid felt as though the temperature had dropped ten degrees in a matter of seconds; "You said if he tried anything like that again, he'd 'live long enough to regret it, and no longer'."

Hiccup took a deep breath, "Like I said then, after Dagur took you," he nodded to his father, "prisoner, I spent several hours talking to the Night- Fury Elders. What I didn't say was that, when we arrived, the Night- Furies were actively preparing for war… They were going to unleash their full strength on The Berserkers, the moment we were clear; their most potent battle formation: The Shadow- Storm."

"It was Dagur's ultimatum that really did it," Hiccup said, after giving them a moment to process his first statement. "His demand that we turn over Toothless in exchange for my father … It reminded them too much of…"

"'The Long Night'?" Astrid asked, her voice soft.

**Part Two – The Long Night**

Hiccup nodded, "The Elders told me the story when I asked them what they were planning to do…" He was silent for a moment, finding his words, than he continued; "About three hundred years before our ancestors arrived in the Archipelagos, another tribe, or group of humans, arrived in the region. This was before the Red Deaths' time, so dragons were peaceful; but in an effort to win honor and glory, they began to hunt them, for sport. Over time, word began to spread about a 'particular island' that was home to a species of dragons unlike any other; faster, and almost impossible to find, much less kill … These rumors drew scores of dragon- hunters to the island; determined to make themselves into living- legends by doing what some said was 'impossible'…" Hiccup's voice drifted off, and he appeared lost in thought.

Astrid could hardly process what she was hearing; for a moment, she felt the urge to ask why he'd never spoken of this before. Thankfully, before she could, it occurred to her that this wasn't the sort of thing he'd '_want_' to _think_ – much less talk – about.

Furthermore: This was around the time she and Hiccup had made their relationship 'official' … Even if he was 'willing' to talk about it, well; talk about 'killing the mood'.

Instead, she put a hand, lightly, on Hiccup's shoulder, and asked, "What happened then?"

The contact seemed to help Hiccup relax, and he continued his account; "Night- Furies are most active at night, as we know, but, during their early- years, many would show a certain fascination in the sun; you know: a big ball of fire, moving across the sky?" He shrugged, "One day, four Night- Fury hatchlings were outside; near the very heart of the Isle of Night, playing. Two older Night- Furies, females, each a few years younger than Toothless is now, were with them. A few hours before noon, a party of dragon- hunters ambushed them… One of the hatchlings took an arrow; died instantly. One of the older dragons moved to attack; to give the other a chance to corral the hatchlings to safety… she died next; than another hatchling, which the other caretaker hadn't been able to reach in time. Realizing there was nothing more she could do, she snatched up the two remaining younglings, and took to the sky… Before she rose out of range, a spear took her in the side; and several arrows pierced the third youngling; but she made it back to the nest, and, during her final minutes of life, told the other Night- Furies what had happened."

"That must've made them pretty angry," Astrid agreed, her voice a thick with emotion: both sadness, and anger. From the others' expressions, they felt much the same as she did.

'_**Very**_**, **_**very**_** angry,'** Toothless agreed. **'Two scouts were dispatched to follow the killers to their home, than they returned with the location. That night, my ancestors struck: They unleashed the Shadow- Storm; annihilating the entire population; reducing their village to ruins long- since reclaimed by the wild. The fourth hatchling, who'd been traumatized; stopped eating, and died of starvation, three days later.'**

He was silent for almost a minute; **'In the days that followed, there was much debate as to what our reaction should be, should humans cross our path again … There's no telling where it might've gone, had Thor and Freya, the latter of whom has long favored our kind – what with us breathing fire, and her being the **_**Goddess of**_** Fire. They offered our ancestors a deal… The legend the Peace Bringers was old, even then, but Thor and Freya promised that, so long as our forebears restrained themselves, one of ours would represent all dragons, when The Divide was broken.'** Toothless glanced up, almost nervously, than added, **'I can't say much more than that, but when Hiccup and I arrived on the Isle of Night, and the sentries saw us, they knew their wait was over; and it's also why they reacted as they did with regards to the "Dagur- matter".' **Toothless glanced at Hiccup, than the others, **'we seem to have strayed from the purpose of this discussion, though… So: Are we going, or what?' **

**Part Three – "Into The Great Beyond!"**

_Thirty minutes later;_

The original Riders of Berk, settled into their saddles, on their respective dragons, rose into the sky; angling in the direction indicated on the map, that had been projected from the Dragon- Eye.

They had also stopped by the colony's cavern system; to inform The Elders of Dagur's escape, but The Elders didn't seem surprised. They announced that they'd send scouts to see if they could find Dagur, and 'retrieve' him – though they didn't specify exactly what they meant by 'retrieve', or in what condition; and the 'visitors' decided not to ask.

When Hiccup tried to confirm that everyone was sure they were 'in', Snotlout cut him off, "Blah, blah, blah... Why do you have to make a production out of everything? Lets go, already!"

In almost- perfect unison, Snotlout and the others shouted "_INTO THE GREAT BEYOND_!" Even as they shouted, their dragons shot forwards.

Hiccup and Toothless exchanged a look, and shrugged. Hiccup smiled, "Ok … So: No reservations… Lets go, bud!"

_Five hours later, in the middle of a fog bank;_

"Into the great beyond," Snotlout muttered, in a dazed tone.

"Great beyond," Astrid echoed, in a similar tone.

"Great beyond," Ruff and Tuff echoed.

"Great beyond," Fishlegs agreed, stifling a yawn.

Hiccup sighed, "Oh, come on, you guys… So we've had a couple of tough hours; nothing that's worth anything comes easy!"

Tuffnut groaned, "Is that one of your riddles? Because this is so not the time."

Before Hiccup could reply, something ahead caught his attention, "Look, up there: head for that break in the fog!"

The others saw the break he was referring to, and the dragons angled towards it.

_A few moments later;_

They emerged from the fog bank, and everyone gasped in awe: Before them, the ocean glittered bright blue. Several small pillars of rock jutted twenty or thirty feet into the air; and, several miles ahead of them, an island rose into the sky.

"Look at this…" Astrid breathed. "It's… it's incredible! We made it, Hiccup! We made it!" She pumped her hands in the air as she spoke; and shot him a warm smile.

Hiccup smiled back, but before he could answer, Fishlegs interjected, "Uh, guys; could we slap each other on the back later? Meatlug's wings are about to fall off!"

'**Land now?'** Meatlug asked, hopefully.

An instant later, a sound cut through the air, one that immediately captured their dragons' attention.

'**What is that?'** Stormfly asked; she sounded a little dazed.

'**I don't know,'** Hookfang said, in a similar tone. **'But I want to find out!'**

They set up camp on the beach; and, as night fell, the others eventually turned in. Finally, only Astrid and Hiccup were awake: watching the ocean, above which a full moon hung in the sky.

Astrid gazed out at the moon, for a while, than turned to face Hiccup. "You were right, Hiccup; there's so much more out here! And it's … beautiful!"

Hiccup grinned, "And it's only the beginning, Astrid… Who knows what we'll find, out here?"

_The following morning;_

Astrid didn't remember falling asleep. One minute, she and Hiccup were sitting together, watching the moon. Then Hiccup was shaking her; she opened her eyes, stretched, and yawned. "Astrid; do you hear that?"

Astrid paused for a count of ten; trying to pick out the sound Hiccup was referring to. She didn't hear anything, "Hear what? I… I don't hear anything."

A moment later, Hiccup frowned, "Exactly… It's gone; the sound is gone."

Then they heard Fishlegs's voice; "And so are the dragons… All of them!" Hiccup and Astrid spun around, in the direction of Fishlegs's voice, and saw that he was right…

Sometime, during the night, their dragons had vanished!

Astrid's heart seemed to freeze in her chest, "_STORMFLY_?" She cried, "_STORMFLY; WHERE ARE YOU_?" An instant later, Fishlegs, Snotlout, Ruff and Tuff were calling out to their dragons as well.

"Look; everyone, just relax: We'll find them!" Hiccup said, trying to reassure them.

"Oh? And how're we going to do that?" Snotlout asked.

Hiccup resisted the urge to roll his eyes, "Snotlout, in case you haven't noticed, Toothless is gone too, which means he must be with the others. If I can concentrate, I can use our connection to find out where he is."

Fishlegs stopped so quickly; he might've walked into an invisible wall, "Oh… right; I forgot about that!" The others also seemed to relax, if only a little.

Hiccup closed his eyes, and concentrated. Several moments passed in tense silence, then Hiccup opened his eyes; "He's not far, but something's wrong… This way!"

Hiccup ran down a path leading inland; Astrid right behind him, and the others close behind her. As they ran, Hiccup reached out to Toothless, and sensed that the black- dragon moving towards them from about a quarter- mile ahead of them, and a little to their right.

Ten minutes later, they stopped in a clearing to catch their breath. A moment later, Toothless charged in from the opposite side, breathing hard. Hiccup hurried to his side, the others close behind him, "Toothless; you ok, but? Where are the others?"

The black- dragon growled low in his throat, **'The last time I saw them was at the beach; there was this strange sound; the same one we heard as we were coming in for a landing … Since I knew it didn't affect humans, I used our connection to siphon off some of the affects; so I wouldn't lose control… whoever's making it is luring dragons in to…'** Toothless hesitated, **'There's something you need to see; I turned back the moment I saw them… We need to hurry!'** With that, the Night- Fury turned back the way he'd come, and lead the way through the trees.

_A few minutes later;_

"Oh no…" Hiccup muttered, as he gazed at the small mountain of white objects, piled before them. "Dragon bones!"

Something 'crunched' beneath Astrid's boot; she bent over, and stood, holding an orange pebble- like object in her hand. "What is this stuff?"

Before anyone else could speak, they heard the unmistakable sounds of a dragon in trouble. Toothless growled, **'This way; come on!'** Nobody needed any convincing.

_A short time later;_

Hiccup passed between two closely spaced boulders, and his eyes widened as he took in the scene before them; "Oh, no…"

Before them, scattered across an open grassy space, and ledges on a cliff that rose above it, were dozens of dragons; trapped in a substance that looked identical to the 'pebble' that Astrid had found.

The others came in behind him, and their eyes widened, as they took in the scene. Hiccup turned to face them; "This is not good: Something's trapping the dragons in that amber- like stuff, like what you found, Astrid … Than it breaks them out and… and eats them; that explains the bones we found."

Astrid looked as though she were about to speak, but before she could, a new dragon, with elaborately colored wings, leapt down from the top of one of the cliffs, snatched up one of the trapped dragons, and vanished from view.

"Songwing!" Fishlegs declared. The others turned to look at him, and he shrugged. "What? That's what I think we should name it!"

"Seriously?" Hiccup asked, "You're trying to _name it_ now?"

"What? We have to call it something!" Fishlegs said, shrugging.

"I think _Deathsong_ would be more appropriate, you know; cause you hear the song, you're dead!"

Hiccup sighed, "Well, he does have a point … so, great: we've named it; now we can worry about…"

A familiar sound made Astrid whirl around, and her eyes widened in dismay; "Stormfly!" Immediately, she rushed to her Nadder, and began ramming her fists against the rock- solid material that encased her dragon… Nothing happened.

By now, the others had found their own dragons; all of them encased in the same substance.

Then a roar from above caught their attention: They looked up to see that the Deathsong had returned!

Hiccup turned to the others; "Get your dragons out of there, now!" Not needing to be told twice, the others rushed to their dragons, trying to free them from their prisons.

When the Deathsong saw that they were going after its prizes, it began to launch gobs of the same gunk from its mouth… Gobs that began to solidify the moment they made contact with their target!

First Snotlout was immobilized; than Fishlegs; and than the Twins! Moments before a glob of the gunk could hit Hiccup, Astrid shoved him out of the way, taking the hit herself!

"Astrid!" Hiccup hurried to her side, while Toothless worked to distract the Deathsong. He dodged the enemy- dragons' first two attacks, but than the Deathsong got a lucky shot: Toothless tumbled back to the ground, the gunk already solidifying.

"NO!" Hiccup shouted, not sure which way to turn.

Toothless twisted in his prison to get a look at Hiccup, and the Night- Fury's eyes widened, **'Hiccup; your sword… It's glowing!'**

Hiccup glanced down, and saw that Toothless was right: The sword was still in its scabbard, of course, but shafts light were glowing from just above the hilt!

The moment his hand closed around the hilt, he somehow knew what to do: He drew the blade, and raised it above his head. The blade grew brighter by the second, than thin wisps of shadow curled up from the blade, forming into several dozens shadowy dragons! Then, without a word, half of them shot into the sky; towards the Deathsong; a few moved to watch over his friends, human and dragon both, and the rest settled around Hiccup.

Hiccup's eyes widened; he thought he knew who these 'shadows' were, but the answer seemed so impossible, he had to ask: "Who… who are you?"

The 'voice' that answered was not _one_ voice, exactly; more like an untold number of voices; speaking in such perfect unison, it was impossible to tell how many voices there really were. But the voices were ones that he remembered; the voices that had spoken to him the first time he had answered the Dragon Trance, to forge his armor…

'_WE ARE THOSE THAT WERE; PEACE- BRINGER… THOSE WHO CAME BEFORE; THOSE WHO HAVE PREPARED FOR YOUR ARRIVAL AS BEST WE COULD.'_

Hiccup's eyes widened: he'd been right! "You're Night- Furies… the Night- Furies that plunged into the magma pool, to create the ore for my sword, and armor!"

Next to him, Astrid gasped, "But … but how can you be alive? If you…" Her voice drifted to silence, as the two nearest creatures turned their shadowy faces to consider her.

'_ASTRID_,' the one nearest to her said, '_WE MAY HAVE ENTERED THE MAGMA, BUT WE DID SO BEFORE WE TOOK OUR FINAL BREATHE; PART OF OUR ESSENCE, OUR LIFE-FORCE, RESIDES WITHIN THE STEEL: WE ENSURE THAT THE BLADE ALWAYS RETURN TO HIS HAND, WHENEVER BLADE AND HAND DO PART_...'

'_WE SEAL THE PIECES OF HIS ARMOR, AND HAVE SINCE, IT AND WE, HAD ALIGHNED OURSELVES TO HIS NATURE_...'

'_AND WE GAVE YOU MORE THAN OUR SCALES, YOUNGLING_,' said the last that was near enough for Hiccup to hear. '_OUR FIRE IS YOURS AS WELL: CALL IT FORTH FROM THE BLADE; HEAT TO WEAKEN THE SUBSTANCE; STEEL TO BREAK THROUGH_...'

'_AND DO NOT DELAY, AS WE CANNOT LINGER LONG: WE CAN GIVE YOU TIME, BUT YOU MUST ACT QUICKLY.'_

'_BEFORE WE GO, THOUGH, A WARNING: WE WILL ONLY BE ABLE TO MATERIALIZE ON A FEW, RARE, OCCASSIONS; IT IS NOT EASY FOR US TO DO SO… NOW GO: FREE YOUR FRIENDS, AND GET OUT OF RANGE OF THE SONG; WE WILL REJOIN YOU, ONCE YOU ARE CLEAR._'

Hiccup nodded, "I understand… Thank you." Satisfied, the incorporeal Night- Furies shot into the sky, whirling around the Deathsong, hiding it from view.

The moment they were gone, Hiccup turned his attention to his blade. A few seconds later, a blue column of flames writhed around the blade he had named 'Fury'.

Hiccup hurried to Astrid's side, and buried the blade to the hilt in the amber- like material. Immediately, the 'rock' began to soften; though it never grew 'hot'. After about a minute, Hiccup reached down, and helped Astrid to her feet. She gave him a quick hug, than let go, so Hiccup could get to work on first Toothless's prison, and than Stormfly's.

Once free, Toothless, Stormfly and Astrid kept watch on the Deathsong while Hiccup freed Fishlegs and Meatlug. Than the five of them kept watch while he worked on Hookfang's prison. (Snotlout spent so much time complaining about having to wait, that, in the end, Hiccup cut out a block of the 'stone', around Snotlout, loading _that_ onto Hookfang's back.)

The twins spent the whole time telling Hiccup how awesome his new sword was. (Hiccup didn't really plan for it, but both Ruff and Tuff each found themselves holding a solid chunk of the 'rock' roughly the size of their head; a souvenir.)

Two flickering streams of shadow shot back to the ground, appearing to meld back into Hiccup's armor and sword, as the flames glowing around the blade vanished.

'_HURRY,_' a voice, carried on the wind, whispered. '_YOUR TIME GROWS SHORT, AND THERE ARE OTHER DRAGONS TO FREE!'_

_Ten minutes later_;

At Hiccup's request, the wild- dragons agreed to wait until the last of them was free, which was mere seconds before the last of the shadowy Night- Furies retreated back into Hiccup's armor.

Then, at the exact same instant, all of the dragons shot into the sky at once, each launching itself in a different direction. There was so much activity, and confusion, that the Deathsong's attempts to recapture even a few of its meals were both unsuccessful, and _almost_ unnoticed.

In an effort to prevent any more dragons from falling prey to the Deathsong, Hiccup and Toothless swerved in front of it, to get its attention. They lured it into a cavern, shot around it, than collapsed the entrance behind it; sealing it in.

As they rose into the sky, Astrid smiled at Hiccup and shook her head, "You are, without a doubt, the most incredible boyfriend on the face of the earth."

Hiccup smiled, and, somewhere behind them, Snotlout grumbled something under his breath; both of them ignored him.

"It also looks like I've still got a few things to learn about my sword, and armor," As he spoke, he drew the sword. "You guys do good work!"

As though in answer, a column of blue fire formed around the blade: it lasted for about ten seconds, than faded away. Hiccup smiled, and turned to the others, "So, guys, what do you say… On to the next one?"

"I've got three things to say," Snotlout said, "One: Yes, on to the next one; Two: Lets never come back here again, and Three: Will someone _please_ get me out of this block of … whatever this stuff is!"

Hiccup rolled his eyes, "So… can I get a 'into the great beyond'?"

"INTO THE GREAT BEYOND!"

_**To be continued…**_


	3. Chapter 3

**When Darkness Falls**

**Part One – Island to Island**

_The following day, a few hours before noon;_

Hiccup and Snotlout had chanced across the small herd of wild- boars about half an hour into their exploration of the next island they set down on.

And, of course, Snotlout had to comment on it, "'_Lets explore the island on foot; rest the dragons for a long trip home_'; I'm '_a mutton- head_!' – And we're heading right for a cliff! … What's the plan now, genius?"

Hiccup resisted the urge to roll his eyes, "Jump!" As he spoke, he leapt over the edge of the cliff; landing, safely, on Toothless's back, a few moments later.

He'd already contacted Toothless, to arrange their rendezvous; and he would have told Snotlout… If Snotlout given him an opportunity to get a word in edgewise, that is.

"What–" Snotlout started to say, than he caught sight of Stormfly, Astrid on her back, swooping down, towards them; the blue Deadly- Nadder clearly about to breathe fire. Snotlout yelped, and jumped off the cliff, after Hiccup. A moment later, Hookfang plucked him out of the air, and tossed him onto his back.

And, of course, Snotlout had to say something: "A little warning, next time?"

Hiccup shrugged, "I would've told you, Snotlout; but you wouldn't stop complaining long enough for me to talk… You're welcome, by the way." He turned to the other riders and dragons, "Ok; lets cross that island off our list."

"Oh-ho-oh; this is so exciting!" Fishlegs said, as their dragons carried them up and into the sky. "Searching the high seas for an island outpost to call our own!"

As he spoke, Stormfly and Astrid rose back into the sky, to join them; rising into place just behind and a little to the right of Hiccup and Toothless.

"Yeah, I like this idea!" Ruffnut agreed. "Move away from Berk, get my own place; away from 'you- know- who'." As she spoke, she shot Tuffnut a 'pointed' glance.

"Yeah, you're telling me, sis!" Tuffnut said, clearly misinterpreting the comment. "I am so sick of 'you- know- who'; he never knows when to shut up … I want him out of here!"

"Come on, guys; can we focus?" Hiccup asked. "We need to find an island that's safe, secure, and habitable; for both us, and the dragons."

Snotlout snorted, "Blah, blah, blah… How many times do we have to hear that?"

"Until we find what we're looking for," Hiccup sighed.

'**There's another one, up ahead,'** Toothless commented.

Hiccup returned to face forward in his saddle, and saw the island Toothless was referring to. He smiled, "Ok; lets check it out."

Toothless dropped towards the next island, which now rose out of the sea, a few miles ahead of them. They flew a cautious lap around it, and than set down in one of the larger clearings.

Hiccup nodded, impressed by what they'd seen so far, "Not bad, not bad; lots of fresh water, looks like a plentiful food supply..." Toothless made a sound low in his throat, and Hiccup smiled despite himself, "with no trace of eels…"

"And lots of cool, blue flowers!" Ruffnut cut in, picking several off of a near- by bush, and smelling them. "I'm in!"

Astrid's eyes widened, "Wait… Aren't those blue- oleanders?"

Next to her, Fishlegs gasped, "She's right! Blue- oleanders; which means they're deadly poisonous to dragons!"

Ruff and Tuff, now holding up handful of the flowers for Barf and Belch to sniff, glanced back to where the others stood. Finally, Tuff asked "So… We're not staying?"

Nobody spoke; riders and dragons simply looked at the twins. After about ten seconds, Tuff shrugged. "Ok… I was just asking."

_Several hundred feet above the next island, a short time later;_

"Whoa… This island is beautiful!" Fishlegs breathed. As he spoke, Hiccup and Toothless dove in for a closer look. "I even like those weird dots…"

"Those aren't dots!" Hiccup called up to them, "They're Whispering- Death holes!"

"Been there; done that!" was Snotlout's comment.

"Next!" Astrid agreed.

**Part Two – The 'Right' Island**

"This looks pretty good," Hiccup commented.

"Those cliffs could work…" Astrid agreed, "Good sightlines, easily defendable!"

"The location is great!" Fishlegs commented.

"It's perfect!" breathed Ruffnut.

"Yeah; _too_ perfect…" Tuffnut said, suspiciously. The others turned to look at him, "What? I'm only saying, in the immortal words of the mighty Thor, '_When something looks too perfect, it probably sucks_!'"

Hiccup rolled his eyes, "Yeah… I'm _pretty sure_ Thor never said anything remotely like that."

"Really; how do you know? Do you know Thor, _have you talked to him recently?_" Tuffnut asked, firing off questions faster than they could be answered.

Hiccup sighed, but before he could speak, Astrid said, "You can't, seriously, have forgotten the vision Hiccup told us about, after the Battle of The Red- Death; or the lightening bolt that dissolved Mildew's axe, when he threw it at Toothless?"

Tuffnut shrugged, "My point is: I've got a feeling about this island, and I think we all know what happens when I have a feeling."

"We ignore it," Astrid said. She and Hiccup grinned at one another, while Toothless and Stormfly began their descent. The other dragons moved to follow, all but the Twins' Zippleback.

"Mark my words," Tuffnut continued. "There will be something wrong with this island; something mysterious, something horrible…" He turned to see his sister glaring at him. "What?"

"Are you done?" When Tuff didn't answer, the Zippleback continued after the others.

**Part Three – Building An Outpost**

"Ok; the first thing we need to do is to set up camp for the night," Hiccup said, pulling supplies out of Toothless's saddlebags as he spoke.

Before he could continue, Toothless gestured behind him, and Hiccup turned to see the others gathered together, about fifteen feet away, looking at something on the ground.

Hiccup and Toothless made their way over, but before either could speak, Astrid asked, "Snotlout, what is that?"

"It's an 'S', for 'Snotlout'," Snotlout said proudly, gesturing to the letter he'd drawn in the dirt with a stick that he'd found. "Aesthetically, I think it would look nice, flying over it."

"It doesn't matter what the outpost looks like, it needs to be functional, and operational!" Astrid said, firmly.

Hiccup moved forward, "Uh, guys; what we really need is…"

"A place for rest, relaxation, and replenishing after a hard days' work!" Fishlegs interrupted. "You're absolutely right, Hiccup; look, I've had some thoughts…" He turned away from the group for a moment, than returned with a scaled- down model of his idea.

Astrid frowned, "Is that a hot tub?" As she spoke, she pointed to a circle of round pebbles, on one side of the model.

Fishlegs sighed, "No, that's the mud bath!" He pointed to another circle of stones, "The hot tub is over here."

Speaking so that only Hiccup would here, Toothless said, **'Here we go again.'**

"Tell me about it," Hiccup muttered.

"Wait, wait; everyone stop … I don't see it!" Tuffnut said, after a quick examination of Fishlegs's model. "The boar- pit; where is it? Where is it?"

Astrid frowned, "Why would we need a boar- pit?"

"The centerpiece of any good outpost, is a boar- pit," Ruffnut chimed in.

"After all," Tuffnut continued, turning to face Astrid, "everyone needs a little entertainment now and then, don't they?"

Before Astrid could decide how to respond to that, Toothless shot a plasma- bolt at the 'S' Snotlout had drawn into the dirt. The others fell silent, and turned to look in their direction.

"Oops, sorry about that," Hiccup said, moving forward as he spoke. "Ok, so: Now that we've got your attention, we really need to set up camp for the night." When Tuffnut made to speak, Hiccup held up a hand, "We'll talk about the Dragon Outpost design in the morning; in the meantime, we need to set up camp."

The others grumbled a little, but they got to work.

_That night;_

After they'd finished setting up camp, and had eaten, they sat around the fire: talking, and listening to the various sounds that emanated from farther inland.

Tuffnut made up all kinds dangerous creatures that 'could be' making the noises, but no one was really paying attention.

A few hours later, after the others had gone to sleep, Tuffnut lay awake. When several of the noises sounded closer than before, he went to investigate. After wandering through the woods for about five minutes, he heard something move behind him. He spun around, and found himself facing… a chicken.

He grinned, "Hello, breakfast!" Before he could make a grab for the chicken, a shadow rose over him. He turned around, and his jaw dropped: in the sky, above, and some distance ahead of him, a massive shape rose out of the trees!

Tuffnut's eyes widened, "Oh… My… Thor!"

_Back at the campsite;_

Tuffnut's shout woke the other riders, and their dragons; and all of them were on their feet by the time Tuffnut ran out of the forest. His account was 'garbled', at best… After a minute, Fishlegs turned to the others and asked, "Is he saying he saw a big, roaring, chicken?"

Tuffnut stopped, and took several deep breaths; "Not a chicken … Dragon; huge, massive…"

Astrid, who was standing next to Hiccup, yawned, "Is anyone else falling for this?"

Ruffnut shrugged, "I don't know; I haven't seen him this freaked out since he found a leech on his…"

Astrid held up a hand, "Ok, I'm going to stop you there." She turned to Hiccup, "So, what do you think?"

Hiccup sighed, and yawned, "You know what; lets just check this out, so we can go back to sleep." Astrid nodded, in tired agreement; they gathered their things, and set off, on foot.

_A short time later;_

"…When this giant beast rips us limb from limb; I'll expect a full apology, from each and every one of you," Tuffnut told them, as they reached the spot where he'd seen the mysterious dragon.

They rounded the last corner, and found… the chicken. No dragon, just the chicken.

They waited for almost five minutes, then, when no dragon appeared above the treetops, and no strange sounds were heard, the others lost patience. Grumbling, they turned back the way they'd come.

_The following morning;_

"Ok: lets talk 'outpost'." The moment the words left Hiccup's mouth, Astrid was at his side.

"Well, since you bring it up, I've been working on my design," as she spoke, Astrid unrolled the scroll she'd been carrying under one arm. Gesturing as she spoke, she continued, "We'll set up lookout posts with interlocking rings of fire, and–"

"Never get any rest," Fishlegs interrupted. "But over here, in my 'meditation gardens'…"

"Neither of those is 'S'- shaped, did you not see my design?" Snotlout complained.

"Guys, guys, listen to me: We need one idea; we can't design five different outposts…" Hiccup's expression became thoughtful, "Or can we…" He smiled, "You know what: boar pit, great idea!" The moment the words left his mouth, everyone else fell silent, and their eyes widened in surprise.

"Whoa… What just happened?" Ruffnut asked.

"'S'- shaped; I love it!" Hiccup continued. He saw Astrid's expression fall, though she hid it quickly, and began to roll up the scroll with her designs.

"Don't freak me out, Hiccup; it gives me the willies," Snotlout said.

"I'm just saying: lets all come up with a design that we each think is the best, and than we'll vote on it..." Hiccup paused for a moment, than asked, "Does that sound fair?"

One by one, the others agreed, and drifted off to work on their designs.

Once they were alone, Hiccup turned to Astrid, "Don't get the wrong idea, Astrid; First we need to establish the outpost; than we'll need to fortify." He gestured at Astrid's scroll; "This is _perfect_ for that stage … I was thinking the six of us could each design our own 'part' of the outpost, using our own designs, and develop the main defenses over time..." He bent over Astrid's scroll, taking a closer look. When he straightened, he gave Astrid an appreciative smile, "I've got to say: I'm looking forward to seeing what kind of design you come up with for your part of the outpost."

Astrid smiled, "I'd better get started, then!" She gathered up her things, and was about to rejoin Stormfly, when Hiccup said her name, and she turned back.

"Since we found the Dragon Eye, I've been thinking that it would be a good idea to start expanding the maps; beyond what we've got on Berk … Maybe we could make it a team project, just the two of us." Hiccup nodded at the scroll in her hand, "You've clearly got an eye for detail."

Astrid was sure she was blushing; she managed a nod, and continued on her way.

**Part Four – The New Dragons**

That evening, as both riders and dragons were preparing to turn in for the night, a roar echoed across the island.

Then, from below the distant treetops, the outline of a massive dragon rose into view, drawing closer with every passing minute!

Tuffnut gasped, "That's it; that's the dragon I saw, last night!"

Hiccup and Astrid clambered onto their dragons' backs, the others following their lead, a moment later. Once their riders were in place, the dragons rose back into the sky.

As they drew closer, Hiccup frowned, "Wait a minute: it's not _a_ dragon…"

'**It's a colony!'** Toothless said, finishing Hiccup's thought.

Ruff turned to her brother, "Hey; I dare you to fly through it!"

Tuff smirked, "You're on!" Before anyone could say a word, the Twins and their Zippleback shot forward! Moments later, they barreled into the midst of the midst of the mysterious colony, scattering the other dragons in all directions.

As they dispersed, a single white dragon, which had been flying at the very heart of the formation, became visible. The white dragon shot an annoyed look after the Zippleback, and began to call after its kin.

The other riders and dragons watched in awe, as the colony of new, mystery- dragons reformed into a massive version of themselves!

"They're joining back up around the white one!" Ruffnut observed, as she and Tuffnut rejoined them.

"It must be the leader… This is amazing," Hiccup breathed. Then he saw Ruff and Tuff speeding back towards the colony; "Guys; what are you doing?"

By then, the Twins had produced a net from one of their saddlebags, and were holding it between them! They shot through the colony a second time: emerging, this time, with the white dragon, struggling in their net.

"Bam: problem solved!" Tuffnut whooped, as they rejoined the others.

"What were you thinking," Hiccup asked, his tone chilly. As they, and the others watched, the rest of the mystery colony dissolved, vanishing into the trees. Hiccup took a deep breath and shook his head, "I don't know about you, bud; but I've got a bad feeling about this…"

'**Agreed,' **Toothless was also glaring at the Twins; **'That was foolish of you; they have yet to do us any harm, and might not have intended to; now, however…' **He let the sentence drift; he didn't need to finish it.

Hiccup sighed, "Lets get back to camp; we need to regroup, figure out a way to fix this."

_A few minutes later;_

The twins dropped the net containing the white dragon in a heap, and the others gathered around it.

"Amazing," Fishlegs breathed, as he examined the dragon.

"It looks like a Terrible Terror," Astrid commented. The dragon growled and snapped, angrily. "Except bigger, and meaner," Astrid added, taking a step back.

"And they seem to be nocturnal… I think we should call them 'Night- Terrors'!" Fishlegs said, thoughtfully.

Hiccup's attention was focused on the dragon, which was now growling 'words' in the dragons' native- tongue, but speaking far too rapidly for him to interpret. Hiccup sighed, and spoke several lines in the same 'language'.

The dragon stopped struggling to get out of the net, and stared at Hiccup; clearly surprised to be addressed by a human, especially in a language he understood. Then he continued to speak, though slower than before.

Hiccup translated, "He says that we need to release him immediately; he's," Hiccup's eyes widened, "He's their only defense against predators: they join together to imitate larger dragons to fend off attackers; he's the one who organizes them!"

Another sound reached them, from somewhere else on the island, and the white dragon began to get agitated.

Astrid turned in the direction that the sounds seemed to be coming from, "What's going on out there?"

She'd been asking Hiccup, sort of, but Tuffnut answered, "I don't know, but Smidvarg doesn't like it, and the gang isn't answering!"

Hiccup gave an answer, and seemed to ask a question. The white dragon replied, and Hiccup turned to Ruffnut, "They're not answering because they're under attack," he gave the Twins a hard look, "and, thanks to the two of you, they're completely defenseless!" He bent over, and helped the white dragon extricate itself from the net. "Go on; help your friends… we'll be right behind you!"

The white dragon growled something at Hiccup, who nodded, "Thanks, we'd appreciate that."

"What did he say?" Astrid asked, as they hurried to join their dragons, and get in the air.

"He says he just hopes his 'tribe' is ok, that he'd welcome any help we'd be willing to give; and, so long as we don't _trap him again_, he's willing to discuss _sharing_ this island with us," Hiccup replied, as he and the other riders settled into their saddles.

Turning to the Twins, he added, "And, apparently, even though the two of you trapped him in a net, and put his entire family in danger, he seems to like the name 'Smidvarg'."

'**It's very understanding of him,'** Toothless said, as they rose into the sky, and angled in the direction that Smidvarg had gone.

_A few minutes later;_

They found Smidvarg circling, just above the treetops. A hundred feet beyond him, the greater portion of his colony had been pinned down; and was now circling around the branches of a massive tree.

Fifteen Changewings circled the tree, snapping at any of the smaller dragons that tried to win free. When he saw them, Smidvarg growled several more lines to Hiccup and Toothless; both of them nodded in unison, to show that they understood.

'**We need to brake the circle of Changewings,'** Toothless told the other riders. **'It's the only way Smidvarg can reassert control without endangering any of his clan!'**

Even as he spoke, several of the Night- Terrors attempted to win their way free; and rejoin their leader, despite the danger. Two of the Changewings wheeled to intercept them, but a wave of Nadder- spikes forced them to break off.

"No bullies on our island!" Astrid shouted to the Changewings, as Stormfly shot past them.

Two more flashes, and the growls of two more annoyed Changewings, sounded near- by; immediately followed by Snotlout's voice, "Nobody treats our dragons like that!"

The next two Night- Terrors to make a break for it received their cover- fire from Toothless; who launched a plasma blast that the Changewing might have swallowed, in place of the Night- Terror, had it not stopped itself in time.

The Changewing glared at Toothless, and vanished into thin air; as its camouflage ability took affect. It reappeared, a moment later, behind and a little to Toothless's left; only to take a blast of Stormfly's fire, which was enough to convince the wild- dragon that this meal wasn't worth the risk.

Hiccup smiled and shook his head; "You two always do seem to be in the right place at the right time, don't you?" This made Astrid grin, than Stormfly and Toothless wheeled to rejoin the fight.

Not that there was much 'fighting' left to do: Hookfang, Meatlug, and Barf-and- Belch had gone to work as well, and the Changewing blockade had been effectively 'broken'.

Hiccup gave a satisfied nod, as the Changewings began to fall- back; "That should take care of them!"

Fishlegs hesitated, "Uh; Hiccup…" Hiccup turned in the direction that Fishlegs was pointing, and saw a new wave of Changewings moving in; four of them… Then the air seemed to ripple, and 'four' became 'nine'.

Before the Riders of Berk could engage the new wave of Changewings, Smidvarg appeared between them; he called, and the air around the tree exploded with activity, as his followers rallied to him.

A massive Night- Terror, consisting of an untold number of 'life- sized' Night- Terrors, roared at the Changewings; and, as one, the Changewings decided they had somewhere else they'd _much rather_ be: They turned tail, and vanished into the night.

**Part Four – The Dragon's Edge**

_The following morning;_

The following morning, Astrid, Fishlegs, Snotlout, and the Twins gathered at the center of their campsite; ready to present their ideas to the group, in the hopes of theirs securing the most votes. (The only 'exception' being Astrid, who Hiccup had already described his 'secret plan' to.)

Instead, they found Hiccup with a scroll laid out before him; four stones weighed down the four corners of the map.

"What's this?" Astrid asked, fighting the urge to smile, as she spoke.

"A diagram of our new outpost," Hiccup winked at her, and than Astrid had to smile. Before anyone else could speak, Hiccup continued, "You see; I combined all of your ideas into one giant base, I was thinking we could call it 'the Dragon's Edge'… What do you guys think?"

The other riders exchanged a look, turned back to Hiccup, and nodded in agreement. Hiccup grinned; "Ok, I just need to point out that that is the first time that has ever happened!" He gestured down at the map; "Lets take a look…"

The others came forward, and knelt around the map, and Hiccup continued his description; "Everyone gets to make their section of Dragon's Edge whatever they want it to be!" He turned to Astrid, "Astrid: you can make yours the most heavily armed bedroom in the known Viking world," Astrid smiled and nodded. "Fishlegs: your place is quiet and secluded; overlooking the ocean; very serene, very relaxing!" Fishlegs also looked pleased, so Hiccup continued, "Snotlout: your place is not 'S'- shaped, but you can go 'S'- crazy, and paint all over it!" Snotlout's response was a thumbs up, and a 'yeah!' Finally, Hiccup turned to the Twins; "And, yes, there is space for a boar- pit right under your hut; just do me a favor, and lock- up the boars, when you're done … We'll connect the different sections with bridges, zip lines and gangplanks; we'll have really cool stables with their own landing strips; and, of course, a Dragon Training Arena. And, overlooking everything else will be the clubhouse; the 'eye' of Dragon's Edge."

Hiccup's smile widened, "And there's one more thing…" He turned around, and called "Hey; Smidvarg!" The white dragon shot into view, settled onto a nearby perch, and growled what the others took to be a greeting. Hiccup continued where he left off, "I figured since we'll be sharing the island with them, it only makes sense to share the outpost, too."

Smidvarg made another noise, which they took to be agreement.

"Plus it doesn't hurt that they seem to have an instinct to protect," Fishlegs agreed.

Hiccup nodded, "They'll be like sentries; right, Smidvarg?"

The white dragon nodded, **'Exactly like, yes… I think this will we the start of a mutually beneficial friendship.' **He gave Ruff and Tuff a cool look, **'Just remember: no more nets; I hate those things.'**

_**To be continued... **_


	4. Chapter 4

**Reign of Fireworms**

**Part One – Dragon Census**

_One week later;_

Once everyone had put the finishing touches on their sections of Dragon's Edge, their focus turned to building the other parts of the Outpost that Hiccup had described.  
>It took the rest of that week, but everyone agreed that it had been worth the effort.<p>

The next order of business was a more in-depth exploration of the island; which included establishing a record of the dragon species, and their respective numbers, that called the island home.  
>Naturally, Fishlegs was the most excited by the prospect of conducting "the first annual Dragon's Edge Census!"<br>It was going pretty well until the first Fireworm dragon showed up; landed on Fishlegs's scroll, and, startled by Fishlegs's reaction, set the scroll on fire. Fishlegs doused the flame, and he and Meatlug hurried to rejoin the others, to tell them about the unexpected encounter.

_A short time later;_

"First it was just one Fireworm," Fishlegs was saying, as he and Meatlug flew alongside the others; filling them in. "But, as we made our way back, we kept seeing more and more!"

Astrid frowned, "Do you think they're migrating?"

"If they were migrating, the whole island would be on fire," Hiccup said, his expression thoughtful.

"Not necessarily," Fishlegs interjected. "When Fireworms migrate, they send out scouts, to make sure their migration route is safe. If this is a stop along that route…"

"An entire flock of Fireworms could be coming through here," Astrid finished.

"Well I say 'bring them on,'" Tuffnut said, unconcerned. "I love those little scorchers!"

Hiccup shook his head, exasperated; "Will you still 'love' them when they all land here, and burn our entire island to the ground?"

"Yes!" Tuffnut frowned, "Wait… No … Is that a trick question?"

Astrid rolled her eyes, and turned back to Fishlegs, "How much time do we have?"

"It's hard to say," Fishlegs thought for a moment, than continued, "If it's a full migration, the rest of them could be here as early as next week…"

"Huh, good to know!" Snotlout interrupted, "Nice knowing you, island: Snotlout is out-lout!" As he spoke, he directed Hookfang rise a little higher into the sky, away from the island below.

"Snotlout, we're not abandoning the island." Hiccup turned to the others, "Guys; we've put too much work into this island to just leave." He looked around at them as he spoke; Astrid and Fishlegs nodded in agreement. "Lets get to work."

_Later that afternoon; _

They regrouped at the clubhouse, around midafternoon: to review their preparations so far, and what remained to be done. "Astrid; you and Fishlegs built the watering trough, right?" Hiccup asked.

Astrid nodded, "Topped off all the barrels, too."

"And I found the perfect cave for the Night- Terrors," Fishlegs reported. "High enough, and desolate enough, that the flames won't get near them."

"Perfect; good job, guys!" Hiccup glanced down at the scroll he was holding, and sighed, "Now if the twins would finally get back, we can find out what they've done."

Snotlout snorted, "I'll tell you what they've done: zero, zip, zilch…"

"Au contraire, my friend; we've done quite a lot, actually." Tuffnut stood in the entrance to the clubhouse, Ruffnut next to him, and their dragon behind her.

"Did you clear the brush?" Hiccup asked.

"Uh… No," Tuffnut replied.

"Build a firebreak?" Hiccup suggested, already suspecting the answer.

"Nope, not that," Ruffnut said.

"What about water; did you bring any back?" Astrid inquired.

"Couldn't," Tuffnut said, shrugging. "Too busy!"

"Busy with what?" Hiccup asked, exasperated. Next to him, Astrid sighed and shook her head.

"Finding something awesome!" Ruffnut said; Tuffnut nodded, in agreement.

_A few minutes later; _

"We call it … 'the Naming Rock'!" Ruffnut announced, gesturing grandly to… a boulder.

"And why is that?" Astrid asked.

"Duh, because it has our name all over it!" Tuffnut said, gesturing at the boulder as he spoke.

Fishlegs, who'd moved in for a closer look, turned to Hiccup. In an almost- nervous tone, he said, "Uh, Hiccup; you might want to have a look at this … I think it's a claim stone."

Hiccup frowned, and moved forward to join Fishlegs. In a low voice, he read, "'I, Magmar Thorston, hereby claim this island in my name; and in the name of all my family, present and future, for ever and ever…"

"And ever," Tuffnut said, smirking, as he moved forward to join Hiccup. "Long- lost Great- Uncle Magmar!"

"Oh, come on; this stone is a fake!" Snotlout said, gesturing at the boulder. "It's obvious that these two made it up!"

"I don't think so," Fishlegs said, glumly. "For one thing, everything is spelled correctly."

"Ok, let me get this straight…" Astrid said, stepping forward. "These two," she gestured at the twins, "own this island."

"It… would appear that way," Fishlegs agreed

Ruff and Tuff high- fived, and Ruff said, "Oh, yeah! We are so in- charge of this place!"

"Hey; where are you going, subject?" Tuffnut called after Snotlout, who'd clambered back on to Hookfang's back.

Snotlout snorted, "You guys may be in- charge of this island, but you're not in- charge of me!"

Not wanting things to get out of hand, Hiccup said, "Ok, lets all just take a breath and calm down … The first thing we need to do is get this claim stone authenticated."

_The following morning; _

Hiccup, the other riders, and their dragons were again gathered before the claim stone; with them, were Stoick, and Gobber; the latter of whom was authenticating the stone.  
>Finally, Gobber stepped back, and said, "This claim stone is 100% authentic."<p>

Hiccup managed to control his reaction, but Astrid and the others let out exclamations of dismay.  
>Since the claim was valid, however, there was nothing else to be done: As Chief of Berk, Stoick confirmed Ruff and Tuff as the rightful owners of the island; then he and Gobber returned to Berk.<p>

**Part Two – New Management**

While Ruff and Tuff celebrated, the others gathered, about twenty feet away from the twins. "Great," Fishlegs grumbled, "what do we do now?"

"Well, we could always…" Snotlout drew his finger across his throat, "... if you know what I mean."

Hiccup rolled his eyes, "Snotlout, we are not killing the twins."

'**A little extreme, at this point, I think,'** Stormfly agreed, speaking so that only Hiccup, Astrid, Fishlegs, Snotlout, and their dragons – minus Barf and Belch, would hear. **'But I'll admit: I can't see this ending anything but badly.'**

"Hiccup; Please tell me we're not giving them the island…" Astrid said, her voice low.

"Actually, we _are_ giving them the island," Hiccup took in their expressions, and sighed. "First of all: We don't have much choice; and Second: once they find out being in charge isn't everything its cracked up to be, and that they've got to deal with the Fireworm problem on their own, they'll be begging us to take the island back."

"And if they don't?" Astrid asked, her tone uncertain.

Toothless snorted, **'Astrid, when, in the time that you've known him, has Hiccup **_**not**_** had a plan, and a backup plan?' **He turned to Hiccup, and continued; **'I'll keep an eye on the twins while you fill them in.' **

Hiccup nodded, lowered his voice even further, and said, "I had a word with Smidvarg, yesterday, after the twins showed us the stone; told him about the Fireworms, and our possible 'claim- stone' problem. Smidvarg said that he, and his Night- Terrors would deal with the Fireworms in what he called 'the usual way'; wouldn't say what he meant, but…"  
>A sound from behind them made them glance back; Ruff and Tuff were making their way towards them, both smirking. Hiccup turned back to the others, "Look: just play along, for now… It won't be for long."<p>

_An hour later, in the clubhouse;_

The others had been in the clubhouse for almost an hour when Ruff and Tuff returned, the latter holding a scroll. "Alright, listen up, everyone!" Tuffnut announced, "We have your job assignments!"

"Ok, Fishlegs," Tuffnut began, "says here that you're the official '_Poet Laureate_'."

Fishlegs frowned, "Do you even know what that means?"

Ruffnut shrugged, "We were hoping you would; it's _your_ job, after all!"

"Astrid," Tuffnut continued, "You're the official royal brush- clearer; we don't want Thorstenton burning down…" He frowned, "Or do we?" He and his sister exchanged smirks.

"I'm not clearing brush for you two; I'm not clearing anything for you two!" Astrid said, adamantly.

"Oh, you'll do it; and you'll like it!" Tuffnut insisted.

"Come on, Astrid," Hiccup said, just loudly enough for her to hear. Astrid looked at him, sighed, and nodded.

Tuffnut turned to Snotlout, "You, sir, have an excellent job: you are our new Sergeant- At- Arms!" – Snotlout seemed reasonably happy about this.

"And Hiccup," Tuffnut finished, "you are our new… stable boy." Hiccup's eyes narrowed, and Astrid tried not to laugh at his expression.

"Quick question," Snotlout said, taking a step forward. "What exactly does a 'Sergeant- At- Arms' do?"

"You enforce the rules," Tuffnut replied. "If someone doesn't follow them, you make sure they do; and if things get really nasty, you'll show them to the fancy new dungeon!"  
>Snotlout nodded, to show he understood.<br>"And speaking of new rules…" Tuffnut said, turning to his sister.

Ruffnut nodded, and pulled out a second scroll, "Rule number one: Everyone must bow to your rulers, when they enter the room."  
>Hiccup and Astrid exchanged a look, but neither spoke.<p>

Tuffnut snatched the scroll out of her hand, "Rule number two: Everyone must _also_ bow to your rulers when they exit the room."

Ruffnut snatched the scroll back; "Everyone must also bow to your rulers when they are _in_ the room."

"So, basically we just bow all the time?" Hiccup summarized.

"Oh, stable- boy coming in for the big win! That deserves a bow, from you." Tuffnut replied.

Hiccup gave a short, stiff, bow. "Any other rules?"

Ruffnut nodded, and she and Tuffnut announced that they would be charging a 'small fee' for: landing their dragon on, and taking off from the island; eating; drinking; sleeping; waking up… The list continued. Hiccup and Astrid exchanged yet another exasperated look.

"Guys; these rules are…" Before Hiccup could finish his sentence, his eyes glowed yellow, and his voice changed; **"Fair warning, to both of you: when I first entered the Dragon Trance, a portion of my consciousness was separated from the rest; to begin a certain 'transition' … When the 'Hiccup' you know uses the trance, he taps into **_**my**_** 'portion' of his mind… When The Sentinel restores my memories, the two parts will rejoin; until then, he is part of me, and I of him; though I fear I lack his **_**patience**_**: these 'fees' are a step to far; dispose of them." **Then, as suddenly as it had happened, Hiccup's eyes returned to their normal color. He staggered, and Astrid caught his arm; supporting him until he regained his balance.  
>Hiccup blinked, "Ok, what just happened?"<p>

For a full ten seconds, nobody spoke. Then Astrid said, "Hiccup; you… you were just in the Dragon Trance, but… but you weren't yourself! You said something about part of your consciousness being 'separated from the rest; to begin a certain transition' … you said something about 'the Hiccup (we) know'…"

"Astrid; I… I don't know what any of it means, but everything seems normal, now." Hiccup took a deep breath, "I was going to say something about these rules going a little too far, and than…" He shrugged.

"Uh, yeah; about that…" Tuffnut said, "I think we're going to retract the fees; except for the dragons landing and taking off; that one's going to be sweet!" Next to him, Ruffnut nodded. "But everything else stays as-is; get to work, people!"

Astrid glared at them, and then turned back to Hiccup; "Are you sure you're ok?"

Hiccup nodded, "Yeah, I'm fine… Talk later, ok?" Astrid nodded, and, with obvious reluctance, began to gather the supplies she needed for brush clearing.

_Later that afternoon;_

Hiccup stepped inside the entrance of the Twins' new 'jail', and looked around. "Well; this isn't exactly what I was expecting when I said 'let's talk later'… What are you guys in for?"

Astrid rolled her eyes, "I refused to pay a _two mackerel_ landing fee … For one thing: I didn't _have_ any mackerel; and even if I did, it's ridiculous: having to pay to land a dragon!"

Hiccup gave Astrid a kiss, through the bars. "Yeah, it is… Look: thanks for sticking with me, on this." Astrid smiled and shrugged. A moment later, Hiccup turned to Fishlegs, and raised an eyebrow in a silent question.

Fishlegs scowled, "Tuffnut's _pet chicken_ didn't like my poem about '_Thorstenton Island_'."

Meatlug said, licking Fishlegs's face. **'I don't think much of the subject matter; but the poem was good, especially considering what you had to work with!'** Fishlegs smiled, and gave his Gronkle a hug.

"But never mind about that… Please tell me you've figured out a way to get us out of here? … There're a lot of Fireworm scouts out there!" Astrid said, gesturing outside; where pillars of smoke from countless Fireworm fires were clearly visible.

Hiccup shrugged, "It's coming along... Actually: the two of you are right where you need to be!" Astrid frowned, but before she could ask, Hiccup continued, "Look: Ruff and Tuff _share their power_; and they're misusing it, ordering us around, making up unfair rules, but once they've sent _us all_ to jail…"

Astrid frowned, not understanding where Hiccup was going with this. She was about to say so when she noticed a familiar gleam in his eyes, and smile on his face. Then something clicked, and she smiled; "They'll have no one to boss around but themselves!"

Hiccup nodded, "Exactly… They won't solve the Fireworm problem on their own: they'll have no choice but to watch '_their island_' burn, losing everything; or to make a deal with us."

Astrid shot Hiccup a raised eyebrow, "And what are you going to ask for?"

Hiccup returned the raised eyebrow, "If they want our help to save the island, they'll have to renounce their claim to Dragon's Edge; giving each of us equal ownership of the island... It'll be just like before!" His smile widened, "What do you think?"

Astrid shook her head, "I don't know how you come up with this stuff, but I'm glad you do!" She motioned for him to come closer, and gave him a hug, and a quick kiss on one cheek.

"I do what I can…" Hiccup grinned and shrugged. He turned to go; at the entrance, he stopped and looked back, "We'll be back before you know it."

'_Before they knew it_';

Fifty minutes later, Snotlout was locking the 'jail' door behind Hiccup and Toothless. Astrid waited until Snotlout and Hookfang were gone, turned to Hiccup, and asked, "So, what're you in for?"

"I figured I'd give the twins one last chance to make a smart choice; suggested they let us out so we could deal with the Fireworms…" Hiccup shrugged, "Apparently; they've decided to make it illegal for any dragon to fly faster than Barf and Belch, so…" He gestured around the inside of their jail cell.

A moment later, his smile returned, "All things considered, I'd expect Snotlout to be joining us in…" he thought for a moment, "Fifteen, twenty minutes."

_Seventeen minutes later; _

Just over a quarter of an hour later, Snotlout returned to the jail. This time, he opened the door, let Hookfang in ahead of him, than he closed and locked it behind him.  
>He took one look around, saw Astrid and Fishlegs staring at him, and said "What?"<p>

Hiccup smiled, "Snotlout; I was wondering when you were going to get sent here… How're Ruff and Tuff holding up under the onslaught of Fireworms?"

Snotlout blinked, than snorted, "They're not; they're arguing nonstop… And, for the record, _I was framed_!" – No one bothered to respond to that: there was no one out there who _could have framed_ Snotlout, whether or not they wanted to.

"So," Astrid turned to Hiccup, "when do we make our move?"

"'Make our move?'" Snotlout asked, turning back to face them, "You mean we're breaking out? Good; we can go back to my plan!" He drew his finger across his throat.

"We're not breaking out," Hiccup said. "We stick with the plan!" He saw two Fireworms settle onto the floor, just on the other side of the bars. His expression turned thoughtful, "But in the meantime, perhaps a little 'damage- control' might be an order…"

Hiccup moved up, right next to the bars, and struck up a conversation with the Fireworms. The discussion lasted for only a few minutes, the later portion of it mostly between the two Fireworms. Then, as though they'd come to a decision, the two dragons shot back into the air; a moment later, they vanished from view.

"So what did they say?" Astrid asked, visibly eager to hear about Hiccup's anticipated success in… whatever he'd been trying to do.

"Well… Good news: this is just a stopover on their migration; Bad news: the queen is on her way; should be here any day now, and the rest of the colony with her… They want to get 'a good bonfire' going before she gets here, but green plant-life doesn't burn well; too wet." Hiccup smiled, "I told them about that uninhabited island, a few miles to the east; small, rocky, with a few stands of dry trees; I told them it'd make for better kindling, and a smaller island would make the fire look bigger, by comparison… They seemed to like the idea, and they've gone to spread the word to the others."  
>While Hiccup had been talking to the Fireworms, Astrid and Fishlegs brought Snotlout up to date with Hiccup's plan to reign- in the twins.<p>

_Ten minutes later; _

The sounds of Ruff and Tuff arguing preceded their arrival at their 'jail' by almost a full minute; but, finally, they came stumbling into view.  
>Ruff and Tuff stood facing each other; nose- to- nose, and, in perfect unison, they shouted, "<em>THIS IS ALL YOUR FAULT!"<em>

"Well, if it isn't our excellent and infallible rulers," Hiccup said, calmly. "So: how's the situation with the Fireworms going?"

"Having lots of fun with all the smoke and fire?" Astrid asked, taking her cue from how Hiccup was acting. Hiccup shot her an appreciative look that she read just fine: '_Nice one_!' With an effort, Astrid forced her thoughts back to the situation at hand.

"Yes… No." Tuffnut admitted. "As it turns out, we cant save Thorstenton by ourselves; so, we've talked it over, and we've decided that you can all come out and help us put out the fires."

Hiccup sighed, "Ahh, well; that's a shame, because, from where I sit; you guys are on your own… I mean rules are rules, after all!"

Toothless nodded, **'I agree: Rules are rules.'** Stormfly, Meatlug, Hookfang, and Snotlout nodded in agreement.

"You have to help us save our island!" Ruffnut pleaded, "It's all we got!"

Hiccup hesitated, "I don't know… Astrid; what do you think?"

Astrid smiled, "I say you've got to stick to your guns: you make a rule, you follow it through; otherwise it's just…"

"Anarchy," Fishlegs chimed in, nodding.

"Please!" Tuffnut pleaded, "Is there anything we can do? Name it; we'll do anything!"

Hiccup got to his feet, and approached the doors to their jail; "Well, now that you mention it, I suppose we could consider _one_ possibility…"

The twins turned to look out the door they'd come through, and their eyes bulged. They turned back to Hiccup; "_ANYTHING!"_

Hiccup smiled, "We divide the island up among all of us: We all own it; there's no Ruler, no Sister- of- the- Ruler… Equal. Ownership."  
>The twins moaned, complained, and made counter- offers; but when they saw that Hiccup and the others weren't about to back down, they accepted the inevitable.<p>

Technically, it was the Fireworm that set Tuffnut's pants on fire that 'finalized' the decision. Tuff ran around in circles, shouting: "OW-OW-OW-OW-OW! Ok, fine; you get whatever you want: The islands all of ours! Just get these things out of here!"

Hiccup smiled, and nodded, "Let's get to work."

**Part Three – The False Queen**

The sight before them was not an encouraging one: A _massive flock_ of Fireworm dragons filled the sky before them; many were landing, starting dozens of new fires, but far more circled overhead; apparently absorbed in some sort of discussion.

"What do we do?" Astrid asked; wide eyed, as they took in the scene before them.

"I'm thinking, I'm thinking..." Hiccup muttered. He turned to the twins, "You two really cut it kind of close!"

Before any of them could answer, a lone Night- Terror appeared next to them; stopping next to Hiccup, it growled several lines to him. Then it perched on top of Toothless's head, waiting for Hiccup's reply.

Then Hiccup smiled, and growled several lines back. The dragon gave a short nod, and sped off, circling around the massive cloud of Fireworms. Hiccup turned to the others; "We need to get all of the Fireworms who've landed back into the air!"

Astrid frowned, "How's that going to help?"

Hiccup smiled, "It's Smidvarg: He's mobilized the Night- Terrors to impersonate a Fireworm- Queen; we get them in the air, and the Night- Terrors will lead the flock to the next island in the chain! Lets move!"  
>Nobody argued: the dragons dived, searching for pockets of Fireworms, and launching fire blasts, or in Stormfly's case, Nadder- spikes, to force the small, bright- orange dragons, back into the air.<p>

About twenty minutes after they started, a massive, solid- looking silhouette appeared on the horizon; a perfect likeness of a Fireworm Queen.  
>Then, about two miles away from their island, the massive creature swerved, suddenly, to the east! The Fireworms immediately noticed the change of direction, and made to follow the creature they believed to be their queen.<br>Twenty minutes later, aside from the columns of smoke, dwindling, as the smaller fires died out, you would never have known that they'd been there.

**Part Four – Back to Normal**

For the last time, riders and dragons had gathered around the claim stone; it was time for the Twins to honor their agreement, and they did. Once the twins had carved the necessary runes onto all of the faces of the stone, and scratched out the necessary parts of the original inscription, Hiccup moved forward to join them.

"Well, you guys did the right thing," Hiccup told them. "And I hope two of you learned something from all of this."

Tuffnut nodded; "Oh, we did: Leading blows." Then he shrugged, "But hey: at least we've still got this cool claim stone; you know, as a souvenir."  
>Even as he was gesturing towards the stone, Meatlug leapt forwards, and ate it. Ruffnut scowled, "No respect!"<p>

"Well, at least things are back to normal, now!" Astrid grinned, and kissed Hiccup on the cheek. After the others had drifted off, she added; "I know I've said this before, and you'll probably be tired of hearing it long before I'll stop, but you are _amazing_."

Hiccup shrugged, "Every time you say it, I'll keep telling you that you're incredible… it'll go both ways, I'm thinking."

Astrid laughed, "Things are _definitely_ back to normal!"

_**To be continued…**_


	5. Chapter 5

**Crushing It**

**Part One – The Rumblehorn **

After the 'fiasco' with the Twins, Hiccup had hoped that things would settle down on the island, for a little while, at least.  
>Then, for no apparent reason, a wild- Rumblehorn had begun demolishing various parts of their outpost. They'd tried to chase down the dragon, but it had proven to be surprisingly elusive… It would appear, destroy whatever was near-by, and vanish before the riders or their dragons could get a fix on it.<br>Finally, on Hiccup's suggestion, they rigged a whole system of alarms, and settled in to wait for the Rumblehorn to set one off.

_Dragon's Edge, Middle of the night;_

With no idea where or when the Rumblehorn would strike next; everyone had taken to sleeping in the clubhouse. Tonight, it was Snotlout and Hookfang's turn to keep watch. Something that, of course, Snotlout would have to comment on.  
>"Why do we have to be the ones to stay up on '<em>Rumblehorn Watch<em>'?" He was silent for a few seconds, than turned to his dragon; "Hookfang; I'm talking to you!"

The Monstrous Nightmare yawned, **'I know, but, in case you hadn't noticed, I'm trying to sleep … Tonight was our night to stay up; I stayed up for the first half, than woke you: now, it's your turn.'**

Snotlout scowled, and was about to say something back, when one of the alarm mechanisms was triggered: A pulley system activated; an axe, rigged to it, fell forward; chopping through a length of rope. This triggered another pulley system: causing a net to wrap around a mound of boulders, and get hoisted into the air. The far end of this length of rope was attached to Hookfang's right horn; causing it to jerk, unexpectedly, to one side.

Hookfang jolted out of his sleepy daze, and; startled, unleashed a burst of flames from his maw, setting Snotlout's pants of fire. Snotlout leapt to his feet, and began running around in circles; shouting to the others.  
>Snotlout than rushed towards the nearest water trough; and plunged in, backside first, to douse the flames. He sighed, "Ahh, sweet relief!"<p>

'**Next time, could you find your "sweet relief" somewhere **_**other**_** than in **_**my**_** water trough?'** Stormfly asked, glaring down at him. Astrid, awake and on her feet; simply shook her head, and rolled her eyes, exasperated. Than she and Stormfly moved to join Hiccup.

Hiccup was already checking to see which alarm had been triggered. Turning to the others, he said, "The Rumblehorn's headed for the eastern- beach; Come on!" He turned, and bounded back to Toothless; Astrid right behind him, and the others close behind her.

_A few minutes later, at the eastern- beaches,_

"We got something!" Hiccup called to the others, as he approached the trap that'd set, a few days earlier.

"I didn't think it would be so smelly," Tuffnut commented, as he moved forward.

"I didn't think it'd be so harry," Ruffnut remarked, as she followed her brother.

"You try shaving with a hook for an arm!" A voice retorted: It wasn't the Rumblehorn they'd trapped; it was Gobber! As he spoke, Gobber used his hook to cut through the net, and dropped to the ground.

"Gobber?" Tuffnut asked, startled. "What did you do with our Rumblehorn?"

Gobber frowned, "Rumblehorn … what's a Rumblehorn?"

"A new dragon that's been trying to chase us off the island," Fishlegs explained.

"Yeah; us, and everything else!" Astrid said, moving forward as she spoke. "We've been trying to catch it and relocate it."

Gobber raised an eyebrow; "You're trying to catch a dragon in a net that can't hold a crippled, one-armed, Viking?"

"Well, mostly to slow it down," Hiccup said, smiling ruefully. "But, yeah… Look, we should get back and check on the dragon- base."

_A short time later; _

"Well, lets see what you've done with the place!" Gobber said, looking around as he spoke, "It looks very…"

"Trashed!" Astrid said, throwing up her hands, and looking around in disbelief.

Hiccup turned to Gobber, "The Rumblehorn must've hit us while we were out chasing you." He moved forward to join Astrid.

Astrid sighed, "And after all the work we put into building this place…"

Hiccup put an arm around her, "Hey; it's nothing we can't fix, after we've figured out what to do about the Rumblehorn."

"Good idea, but I'm afraid that'll have to wait," Gobber said, moving forward. "You and I," he gestured to Hiccup, "have to talk: I've come with disturbing news about your father…"

Astrid could feel the tension in Hiccup's arm, than he asked, "Is he alright?"

Gobber waved a hand, "Oh, he's fine!"

Hiccup let out a relieved sigh, "That's a relief!"

"But than again," Gobber continued, "not so fine."

Astrid was starting to get annoyed, but Hiccup spoke before she could, "Gobber; you're killing me: Is my father 'ok', or not?"

"Oh, he's as fit as a dragon," Gobber said, waving a hand as he spoke. Than he lowered his voice, and added, "Unfortunately he's as ornery as one, too."

Toothless growled, **'I heard that.'**

Gobber held up a hand, "No offence." Toothless rolled his eyes, and snorted, but didn't answer. Gobber turned back to Hiccup, "I've never seen him like this: angry, shouting at everyone…"

Hiccup hesitated, "Well, actually, that sounds like vintage 'Stoick the Vast' to me." Astrid hid a smile, at this; relieved to hear that Hiccup's father was all right.

"Do you think I'd have sailed in a boat by myself for a week, if it was 'vintage Stoick the Vast'?" Gobber asked, exasperatedly. "He's driving the village crazy!"

Hiccup blinked, "Ok, I guess I'd better see what's going on with him..." As he spoke, he removed his arm from around Astrid's shoulder, and moved towards Toothless.

"Good idea," Gobber grinned, giving Hiccup the thumbs up.

Hiccup glanced back, "You want a ride back, with me and Toothless?"

Gobber hesitated, "Actually, I think I might stay a while; help rebuild your base, and see if I can help defend against that Rumblehorn!"

Hiccup raised an eyebrow; "I get it… So, basically, you're hiding out from my father."

Gobber shrugged, "One might look at it that way." With that, he moved off to join the others.

Hiccup clambered onto Toothless's back, "Well; looks like we're off to Berk!" Hiccup turned to Astrid, "We won't be long; be careful."  
>Astrid smiled; nodded; and watched, as Toothless rose into the sky, and out of sight.<p>

**Part Two – The 'Angry Viking'**

_Early afternoon, on the island of Berk;_

Toothless set down in the village square, which was empty and quiet: both highly unusual, for this time of day. Hiccup frowned, as he slid down from Toothless's back, "Well; it's quieter than usual."

A moment later, they heard a familiar voice bellowing: "…SHODDY WORKMANSHIP; THAT'S WHAT THIS IS…"

Hiccup and Toothless exchanged a look, and Hiccup nodded; "Ok: follow the sound of the angry Viking."

They set out, following the sound of Stoick's voice; and, a few minutes later, they found themselves standing outside the armory. Stoick was inside, and still shouting: "I SAID I WANTED THESE WEAPONS ARRANGED BY 'DEADLINESS': SWORDS," a sword came flying out the armory door; bouncing first off of Hiccup's Night- Fury armor, than Toothless's; before clattering to the ground, a few feet behind them. "AXES," an axe came spinning out the door, next. This time, Hiccup and Toothless dodged, and the axe embedded itself in a catapult, which was standing next to them. "BLUDGEONS," Hiccup ducked, and a bludgeon sailed over his head. "MACES!" This time, the weapon struck the catapults' firing lever. For some reason, there was a sheep sitting where the boulder would go; so, with a startled bleating, the sheep was sent flying off into the distance, and out of sight.

A moment later, Stoick stormed out of the armory, muttering, angrily, to himself. He turned around, and bellowed "IF I USED THEM ON YOU, YOU WOULDN'T FORGET HOW DEADLY THEY WERE!" Than Stoick stomped off; muttering, and completely oblivious to the fact that his son, and Toothless, was standing less than twenty feet away from him.

The moment he was out of view, both Hiccup and Toothless turned to the other, and, at the same moment, said, "Definitely_ not _'vintage Stoick'!" / **'Definitely **_**not**_** "vintage Stoick"!'**

As Hiccup was emerging from behind the catapult, Sven emerged from the armory. The moment his eyes landed on Hiccup, he made a beeline for them. "Hiccup: Thank Thor you're here! You've got to help us: your father has become unbearable!"

"Well, to be fair, you did have the weapons out of order," Hiccup said, trying to be reasonable.

"That's because yesterday he told me to arrange them by length!" Sven exclaimed. "The day before, that it was by 'pointiness'; and the day before that, it was by 'name'… Did you know that he gave _each weapon_ its own nickname?"

Hiccup's eyes widened; "Ok, I have to admit, that is… _really weird_ … Uh, I'll go talk to him." Before Sven could say more, Hiccup and Toothless hurried in the direction Stoick had gone.

_Meanwhile, back on Dragon's Edge,_

"These attacks are getting worse all the time!" Astrid commented, as she and the others surveyed the most recent damage. "Either that Rumblehorn has to go, or we do!"  
>She didn't say what was really on her mind: Hiccup's offer; for her to take- over the Dragon Academy, when Hiccup took his father's place as Chief … The offer he'd made almost- immediately after she'd told him she and Stormfly were joining the Berk Guard.<br>She knew Hiccup wasn't upset about it, and she was grateful for that, but part of her still felt guilty; as though she'd committed some sort of betrayal… '_Besides,_' she told herself, '_if I'm going to run the Academy, someday, I'll need to be able to sort out problems like this; I can't be going to Hiccup for help about every little thing!_'

"Does someone want to tell me why we're rebuilding this place?" Snotlout asked, "He's just going to crash through, and wreck it again!"

Gobber snorted, "He wouldn't if you could build a defensive wall properly!" He glanced around at the rest of them, "Well? If you want to learn, follow me."

The others exchanged a look, shrugged, and made to follow Gobber. After a moment, Astrid, too, followed after them. '_I… I don't know if I can do it,_' she thought to herself; the thought was crushing, but she promised herself that she'd talk to Hiccup about it at the next opportunity.

_Back on Berk_;

Hiccup had spent the better part of the past hour making his way through the village, just after his father; talking to villagers with various complaints about how Stoick was acting. Over and over, Hiccup promised that he'd talk to his father as soon as possible.

Finally, he and Toothless learned that Stoick had left the village: heading in the direction of the Berk Dragon Academy. In that instant, Hiccup thought he was beginning to understand what was going on.  
>He found his father in the Dragon Arena, throwing axes at a target on the wall; all of them were missing. Given his recent, unintentional, brush with weapons that had just left his father's hands, Hiccup waited until the last axe had been thrown before making his way into the center of the arena. "Hey, dad…"<p>

"Hiccup!" The next thing Hiccup knew, his father had him in an almost-bone-crushing hug, "Good to see you, son!"

"You too, dad!" Hiccup took a few deep breaths, and continued, "What're you doing all the way up here, at the Academy?"

Stoick shrugged, "Oh, I come up here for the peace and quiet; tired of hearing people complain: 'Stoick, you're being too tough'; 'Stoick, you're being too picky'; 'Stoick, you're cutting- off my air supply'!" As he spoke, Stoick picked up a polishing cloth, and turned to a near- by table.

'**That last one sounds like a valid concern.'** Toothless commented, speaking so only Hiccup would hear.

Hiccup's attention focused on the table, and his eyes widened; "Hey… hey; is that Thornado's old saddle?" He walked over for a closer look; he could see his face reflected back at him, in the leather. "Wow, dad; you've really kept it shiny!"

Hiccup saw a change in his father's expression, as Stoick said, "Well; just because … one dragon's gone, doesn't mean that I'm going to let a valuable piece of equipment fall into disrepair." Even as he spoke, he turned away, moving to retrieve one of his axes. As he turned to make his way back, he continued, "But enough about me… What brings you here?"

Hiccup had heard all he needed to: he understood what was going on, and knew exactly what to do about it. "Well, as it happens, we're having a bit of a 'dragon problem', and we could really use your help!"

Stoick's eyes widened, "Really?"

"Oh, absolutely!" Hiccup said, "You see, we're trying to relocate a new dragon species…"

_Dragon's Edge, the following afternoon;_

"I have to admit: that is one impressive wall!" Astrid commented, surveying the results of the past days' work. "It should stop the Rumblehorn, at least from the ground!"  
>An instant later, a roar echoed from somewhere else on the island.<p>

"It's coming from the west," Fishlegs said, nervously. There was another roar, a moment later, and Fishlegs's eyes widened, "And it's getting closer!"

Astrid clambered onto Stormfly's back, and the Deadly- Nadder carried them to a higher vantage point. Off to one side, they saw motion in the trees. She turned, and called down to the others, "Everybody; mount up!"  
>The others immediately hurried to their dragons. A moment later, a tremor passed through the ground. One of the watchtowers, atop the wall; collapsed, part of it falling on Gobber. The others got him out, quickly enough. But when Astrid turned back to where they'd seen the activity, and saw nothing… Her heart sank; maybe she wasn't up for this after all.<p>

Than they noticed motion above them: A dark silhouette against the sky! "Incoming!" Tuffnut shouted. "Fire! Fire!" Barf and Belch breathed their gas cloud upwards, and ignited it; Hookfang, too, shot a blast of fire upwards.  
>The incoming dragon dodged both blasts with ease. A moment later the shape in the sky resolved into Toothless; Hiccup and Stoick sitting on his back. A moment later, Hiccup called down, "Hey; it's us, cut it out!"<p>

Astrid turned to Hiccup, "Hiccup; these Rumblehorn attacks are getting out of hand: we have to do something."

"Alright, then," Stoick said, "First things first: We start with…"

Hiccup cut in, "Astrid; you search the eastern coast," Astrid nodded. "Ruff, Tuff; you have the west," Ruff and Tuff nodded; Tuff saluted, and Ruff gave Hiccup the thumbs up. "My father and I will take the middle of the island. If you hear the Rumblehorn, turn inland from both sides: we'll box him in, and I'll see if I can get him to talk to me." If Hiccup had glanced back, he would've seen Stoick regarding him, thoughtfully. "Fishlegs and Snotlout; you take care of Gobber, and work on fixing the base."

Fishlegs nodded and said, "Got it."

Snotlout was another matter; "Whoa, whoa, whoa; why do _we_ have to stay behind?"

Hiccup shrugged, "Ok, fine; you want to hunt the unstoppable, bloodthirsty, dragon, instead?"

"'Bloodthirsty dragon'…" Snotlout pondered that for a moment. "You know what: on second thought, I don't want to give you guys an unfair advantage, so I think I should probably stay behind, and protect one of the Archipelagos'' national- treasures!" He gestured towards Gobber, as he spoke.

_A few minutes later;_

"Ah; it's good to be back in the air, again!" Stoick looked around, at the island below them, and chuckled, "No wonder you never come back to visit: this island is incredible!"

Hiccup smiled, "I know, right? But we're not going to be able to keep any of it if we don't figure out this Rumblehorn problem!"

"Right." Stoick acknowledged, "When did you first start having trouble with it?"

"A few weeks ago," Hiccup replied. "We didn't even know it was on the island; than, suddenly, it was everywhere! This dragon … it's more than strong; it's fast, it's smart, and it's elusive: We've never even gotten a good look at the thing! If we could get it to stay in one place for long enough, I could've talked to it and figure out why it's going this, but…" Hiccup shrugged.

Before Stoick could respond to this, they hear a roar from somewhere just ahead of them. An instant later; they saw Astrid moving in from the east, and the Twins from the west; converging on a clearing just ahead of them. When he looked closer, he saw something about the right size and proportions to be their rogue- dragon!  
>Toothless set down about twenty feet in front of the Rumblehorn; Stormfly setting down to the right, and Barf and Belch to the left. Knowing that this was their best chance, Hiccup growled a message to the dragon.<p>

The dragon blinked, snorted, and growled something back. Hiccup sighed, "He says he wishes he'd known there was someone with us who could understand him; that it would've made 'this' easier…" He growled something that sounded like a question, and the dragon replied. Hiccup's eyes widened, "He says there's a rogue- wave, about two- hundred feet tall, coming towards this island; he was trying to _clear the island_ so we wouldn't be wiped out … Though he admits he wasn't stopping to explain; he was focused on the task at hand. According to him," he gestured to the dragon, "we've got less than two hours until it makes landfall!"

Astrid's eyes widened, "Than we don't have a choice: we've got to get the others, and go!"

The Rumblehorn was growling again, Hiccup listened for a moment, than began to translate, "He says that, once he realized that we weren't going to give up so easily, he began focusing his attacks from the direction the wave's coming from!" He turned to Astrid, "If we start now, we should be able to build the wall up high enough to break the wave!"

Tuffnut snorted, "HA! A likely story; I think he just wants the island for himself!"

Stoick had slid down from Toothless's back; and approached the Rumblehorn, for a closer look at the new dragon. When he turned back, possibly to respond to Tuffnut's comment, the Rumblehorn caught Stoick up, and tossed him in the air. A moment later, Stoick landed on it's back, facing forwards. The Rumblehorn growled something else.

This time, Toothless translated; **'He says he'll gladly show us the wave, if we don't believe him.'** Even as he translated, the Rumblehorn rose into the sky, and the others moved to follow.

_Later that afternoon_;

It was a near thing; a very near thing… They still might not have survived, had it not been for Stoick and the Rumblehorn. The wall was still a good thirty feet short, when the wave roared into view of land. When it did, the Rumblehorn, with Stoick on his back, shot towards a massive pillar of rock, which rose higher, even, than their wall.  
>Three powerful fire blasts from the Rumblehorn, and the pillar fell sideways; adding just enough height to the wall to protect their island from the massive, incoming wave. While they worked, the others continued to reinforce the wall.<br>They finished the wall, with mere seconds to spare; the wave crashed into it, but the wall held.

With the danger past, the Rumblehorn calmed right down, taking Stoick for a 'victory lap'. As the new dragon came in for a landing, Fishlegs said, "Look at this guy; he is amazing."

Stoick chuckled, "Yes; you can say that again, Fishlegs." He sounded more like himself than he had before, and it showed.

"You know, guys," Fishlegs said, turning to the others, "This is a whole new class of dragon: we need a name!"

"Well; it tracked us," Hiccup reasoned. "How about 'Tracker- Class'."

'**It does have a nice ring to it,'** the Rumblehorn agreed. **'And, speaking of names, I believe I'm the only dragon here without one…'** He turned to Stoick, **'Any thoughts?'**

"Something strong; fierce, and powerful…" Stoick thought for several minutes, "We'll have to give that some thought. For now, though, we need to be getting back to Berk." Stoick turned to his son, "Well, son; I'm glad you talked me into coming into coming here!"

Hiccup turned to his father, "You know, dad; when I first came back to Berk, I thought it was me you were missing, but it was Thornado the whole time, wasn't it?"

Stoick gave his Rumblehorn a pat, "Oh, I _do miss_ that magnificent beast; we had some connection, he and I!"

"I know what you mean," Hiccup agreed, placing a hand on Toothless's snout. "I can't image what it'd be like without Toothless." Toothless gave him a light thump on the shoulder, thought he didn't speak.

"Thornado will never be replaced," Stoick admitted, "but this guy, we're a lot alike: we're both protectors; both leaders…"

"And both hard- headed," Gobber said, from the deck of the boat he'd sailed to Dragon's Edge.

Stoick frowned at Gobber, "'Heard- headed'? Skull- crushing's more like it!" His expression became thoughtful. "Wait: that's what we'll call you: 'Skullcrusher'!"

'**Skullcrusher… Yes, I like that!'** Skullcrusher said, clearly pleased with the name.

Just before he, his Rumblehorn, and Gobber left, Stoick turned to Hiccup, "And by the way, son; I do miss you… A lot, in fact."  
>Hiccup smiled, and waved, as Skullcrusher and Stoick rose into the sky, and Gobber's boat pulled away from the beach.<p>

**Part Three – Confession, and Reassurances**

_That evening;_

Hiccup and Astrid sat, together, near the top of the new defensive wall. A short distance away, Toothless and Stormfly were curled up and dozing.  
>Finally, Astrid took a deep breath, and said, "Hiccup; I've been thinking about the offer you made me, a few weeks ago: about taking over teaching at the Dragon Academy, someday… I want to, I really do, but… I'm not sure I'm up for it." She shrugged, "I mean… this whole business with the Rumblehorn … That's the sort of problem I should be able to solve, if I was going to, and, honestly: I wasn't much help, there…"<p>

Hiccup pulled her into a hug, pulling back, a moment later. "Astrid; you want to know _why_ I'd like you to take over at the Academy, when the time comes?" Astrid hesitated for a moment, than nodded. Hiccup smiled, "You're good with dragons, and people; you're resourceful, clever, and reliable… And, whether you realize it or not, you're already a leader: more than once, I've left you in- charge, and you've done great." Astrid turned to look at him directly, and he held her gaze; "Astrid: the biggest difference between the way things are now, and the way things would be then, is that you'll have final- say if anything comes up … I'm not just offering you the job because I like you; give yourself due credit… you could do it now, if you needed to, and you'll certainly be able to then."

Astrid smiled, despite herself; "I'll never understand how you do that… you always seem to know what to say!"

Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "Hey; I do what I can, and hope it helps… So: Should I keep your name down for the position?"

Astrid smiled, "When 'the time comes', I won't let you down."

Hiccup smiled, and kissed her on a cheek; "I know you won't: You never have."

_**To be continued…**_


	6. Chapter 6

**Quake, Rattle and Roll**

**Part One – Projects, and an Experiment**

_Outside the clubhouse, on Dragon's Edge;_

Hiccup, Astrid, and their dragons were gathered outside the clubhouse, near the center of their outpost, working on their latest project. The 'device' resembled a barrel mounted, sideways, on a stand; though it had a diamond- shaped opening in the bottom…  
>It was a larger, mounted version, of a spyglass; one of Hiccup's earlier inventions.<p>

Hiccup, who was hammering in the last of the support bolts; gave it a few more whacks, than stopped to consider his work. Satisfied, he turned to Toothless; "All right: I think one more plasma- blast should do the trick, bud!"

The black dragon nodded and moved forward; he opened his maw, and launched a bolt of blue fire at the bolt Hiccup had been working on.

Hiccup coughed, and, once the air had cleared, moved forward to take another look. He nodded in satisfaction, "Great job; bud!"  
>Toothless dipped his head in acknowledgement, but didn't speak.<p>

Astrid moved forward, and peered through their end of the spyglass. Before Hiccup could ask, she said, "Nice: I can see straight to the horizon!"

"Well, that should make it harder for anyone to sneak- up on us!" Turning to face Astrid, and grinning as he spoke. "Now; I wonder how the Twins' lookout tower is coming along."

Astrid crossed her arms, and rolled her eyes in exasperation; "I can only imagine."

_Somewhere near the coast of Dragon's Edge,_

Ruff, Tuff, and their Zippleback were standing in front of their recently- completed stone watchtower: watching it closely, and frowning.

Finally, Tuffnut said, "Does something seem … 'off', to you?"

Ruffnut nodded, "Yeah; this should've fallen down a long time ago!"

"Maybe we actually did something…" Tuffnut's eyes widened, "No, that's impossible!"

His sister turned on him, "Say it."

"Something _right_?" Tuffnut finished. Ruffnut's eyes widened, at this, and Tuffnut frowned, "I… I have a weird feeling inside! Is that… _accomplishment_?"

"Whoa… I think I feel it too!" Ruffnut said. "Hey: lets go rub it in Hiccup's face before the feeling subsides!" Tuffnut nodded in agreement, and they hurried to clamber onto their Zippleback's back. The dragon rose into the sky, and vanished into the distance.  
>A moment after they'd left; the first boulder rolled out of place.<p>

_Meanwhile, inside the clubhouse;_

While Hiccup and Astrid were outside the clubhouse, working on their project, Fishlegs and Meatlug were inside, working on an experiment of their own.

"Interesting," Fishlegs commented; studying the map projected from the Dragon Eye, before writing another note. Than he turned back to Meatlug, "Ok, girl: let's move on to rock experiment test- subject three; river stones!"

"Hey; what're you doing, Fishlegs?" Surprised, Fishlegs turned to see Snotlout standing in the doorway.

"Hey, Snotlout." Fishlegs replied. "Well, if you're asking me; I'm testing how different rocks make Meatlug breathe different kinds of flame, and how that changed projections in the Dragon Eye."

"Oh, that's right: I just remembered that you're boring, and I don't care." Snotlout snorted, turned around, and left.

Fishlegs and Meatlug glaring after him, than Meatlug spat out a small puddle of molten rock; not enough to cause a fire, but a clear indication of her reaction to Snotlout's comment. Fishlegs nodded in agreement, "Yup; couldn't have put it better myself, girl."  
>The two of them returned to their work.<p>

_A short time later,_

Snotlout and Hookfang had joined Hiccup, Astrid, and their dragons just as the latter group was cluing up their finishing touches on their project, and were putting away their tools and unused materials.

The Twins' Zippleback landed, a moment later, and Tuffnut called down, "Hiccup; drop whatever you're doing, and bring your face!"

"Prepare to be rubbed!" Ruffnut chimed in.

Astrid moved so that she was standing slightly in front of Hiccup; and raised an eyebrow at Ruffnut, "Excuse me?"

"The watchtower," Tuffnut explained; "It's done, and it looks awesome!"

_A short time later_;

At Ruff and Tuff's insistence, the others had held back; long enough for the twins to block the tower from view, for the great 'unveiling'.  
>"Dragon Riders," Tuffnut announced, solemnly. "You asked for it; we built it: presenting you … with your … new … rock lookout- tower!"<br>Ruffnut signaled, and Barf and Belch rose into the air; revealing … empty space, with a view of the ocean.

Snotlout shook his head, smirking, "You never disappoint, do you?"

The twins had been gaping at the scene before them in evident disbelief; but now Tuffnut turned back to face them, "No, wait; it was here a minute ago!" He rounded on his sister, "What did you do with it?"

Ruffnut turned to face him, "What? I didn't do anything with it!"

"Lying she-beast!" Tuffnut accused, "You were always jealous of my rock tower!"

"_Your_ rock tower?" Ruffnut retorted, before leaping at her brother. Astrid raised a hand to her forehead; Snotlout was smirking, and Hiccup simply sighed.

For the next few minutes, the siblings fought, punching and kicking at one another. Than they parted long enough to snatch up the nearest weapons – Tuff grabbed an axe; Ruffnut snatched up a mace.  
>Before the twins could close again, Hiccup, clad in his dragon- scale armor, minus the helm, moved between them. He caught the ball of Ruffnut's mace in his left hand; and raised his right arm so that the blade of Tuff's axe bounced off his right gauntlet.<p>

In a surprisingly calm voice, Hiccup said, "Ok, lets everyone step away from the sharp objects." Reluctantly, Ruff and Tuff lowered their weapons. Hiccup nodded, and continued, "Ok, look: maybe this job was just too tough for the two of you to do alone; I can always put Astrid on the project, with you…"

"Uh, Hiccup; let's not be hasty," Astrid said, giving Hiccup a look that said '_please don't_'.

"But we did build it; honest!" Ruffnut said.

Tuffnut nodded, "Believe me, 'H'; nobody was more surprised by that than we were!"

"_Hiccup! Hiccup; come quickly_!" It was Fishlegs's voice, coming from the direction of the clubhouse.

Astrid turned in that direction, "That does not sound good!"

**Part Two – Dark Deep: Discovery**

Hiccup and Toothless were the first to reach the clubhouse. As they hurried inside, Hiccup called, "Fishlegs?"

"Careful where you step!" Fishlegs said, gesturing at the floor as he spoke. Hiccup glanced down, and saw several fiery puddles, each a different color, glowing on the wooden floor.

Hiccup asked, as he navigated around the puddles, "Fishlegs; what's wrong?"

Fishlegs chuckled; visibly excited, "Wrong? Nothing's wrong: except that I may have just made the greatest discovery in the history of Berkian civilization!" As he spoke, he gestured towards the ceiling.

Hiccup looked up, and his eyes widened: A map, clearly projected from the Dragon Eye, glowed against the inside of the roof! Hiccup considered the map for a moment, "Fishlegs; is that…"

Fishlegs was now on Meatlug's back, and the dragon rose towards the ceiling, so that Fishlegs could gesture to the map, as he spoke. "This is a Gronkle; that's a boulder; surrounded by water, near the dual- peaks of Mount Grunt… Dark Deep!"

Hiccup let out a slow breath, "The ancestral- home of all the Gronkles!"

"It's real, Hiccup!" Fishlegs exclaimed, "And we've finally found it!"

"What's so great about this?" Snotlout asked, as he and the others made their way forward.

"Do I really have to explain?" Fishlegs sighed, "Dark Deep is an island that, up until now, we were never really sure existed; it's not in the Book of Dragons anywhere. However, in Bork's papers; there was a mention of it only briefly, and in context to a completely different species of dragons!" Fishlegs turned to face the others, "If we were able to find Dark Deep, we'd be able to unlock so many secrets, not only about Gronkles, but the entire Boulder- Class of dragons… Do you understand how amazing this is?"

"Check that… I absolutely don't care." Snotlout shrugged, and left the room.

Fishlegs seemed not to notice Snotlout's departure. "Hiccup; I've already taken the liberty of plotting a course, based on these encryptions. This island is so remote, it's further than we've ever flown before!"

'**I've heard stories about Dark Deep,' **Meatlug said, enthusiastically, **'but I never thought I'd get the chance to see it! To be honest: I always thought it was just a legend!'**

"Oh-ho-oh; I've never seen Meatlug so excited!" Fishlegs said, also visibly excited. "Just think: I'm going to be the first Berkian to ever set foot on Dark Deep… What an honor!"

Hiccup smiled, holding up a hand, "Ok, I get it, Fishlegs; but Toothless and I should go with you… just in case you need help."

Fishlegs looked a little disappointed, "Ok, you can come too; but I'm the first person to step foot, ok… you can be the second."

Hiccup smiled, "Ok, ok… I promise."

Fishlegs nodded, than he looked down at Meatlug, "Come on, Meatlug; we need to go pack!" A moment later, they were gone.

The twins drifted away, a moment later; to rebuild their lookout tower, which left Hiccup, Astrid, and their dragons on their own.

Before Astrid could speak, Hiccup grinned, "I'll be careful; keep an eye on things while we're gone, ok." Astrid smiled, and nodded.

**Part Three – Dark Deep: Arrival**

They left early, the following morning; Hiccup on Toothless, and Fishlegs on Meatlug. They flew for most of the morning. Than, a few hours before noon, they saw the island rising out of the ocean, ahead of them: a mass of rocky spires, jutting up into the air.

A few minutes later, the dragons were coming in for a landing. As promised, Hiccup and Toothless waited until Meatlug had landed, and Fishlegs had dismounted; then landed, about fifteen feet away.  
>Fishlegs let out a whoop, and began to take in the scene around them. "I can't believe I'm actually here…" He paused, turned to Meatlug, "Sorry, girl; I meant to say 'I can't believe <em>we're<em> here!" He picked up a rock, which lay nearby, and tossed it to Meatlug; who snatched it out of the air, while Fishlegs began singing a made-up song about the island.

Toothless shot Hiccup a look, and Hiccup shrugged.

Toothless turned to Hiccup, **'Something's wrong; this reminds me of our first visit to **_**my colony's**_** ancestral- home.'**

"I know, bud." Hiccup was having similar thoughts, "Fishlegs; something's not right: Where are all of the Gronkles?"

Meatlug, who'd wandered a short distance away, called, **'There are a few here!'** As she spoke, she spread her wings, and flew into an underground cavern, through a gap in the ceiling.

Fishlegs started to clamber down after her; but, about two thirds of the way down, he lost his grip, and fell the last few feet. By the time Hiccup and Toothless landed next to him, Fishlegs was back on his feet.

The wild- Gronkles didn't look happy to see them; they backed away, growling. Meatlug, who'd taken a few steps towards them, stopped. Hiccup frowned, "That's strange behavior for a Gronkle; they're usually pretty friendly…"

Before Hiccup could finish his sentence, the walls and floor of the cavern shook. A moment later, the tremor eased. "Maybe that's what's doing it," Fishlegs suggested, "I mean: nobody likes an earthquake."

Toothless growled, **'That was no earthquake; something's coming!'**

Hiccup and Fishlegs turned in the direction Toothless was facing, and, a moment later, they saw the outline of something rolling towards them.

"RUNAWAY BOULDER," Fishlegs shouted, than "Meatlug!"

Toothless shot a plasma- bolt at the incoming 'boulder', but nothing happened; his next two bolts did no more than the first. Toothless growled, **'This is becoming a little **_**too**_** frequent; I don't like it!' **As he spoke, the black- dragon turned, and followed the others down the tunnel.

"Fishlegs!" Hiccup called. Fishlegs glanced back; just in time to see Toothless swerve to one side of the tunnel, seconds before the boulder rolled past. Fishlegs's eyes widened; he and Meatlug shot to one side, and the other Gronkles followed their lead.

The 'boulder' rolled by, and continued down the passage. A moment later, though, it came to a full stop, and reversed direction.

"Uh, Fishlegs," Hiccup said, "When was the last time you saw a boulder roll uphill?"

Fishlegs gulped, "Uh, never … how is that possible?"

"No time to find out!" Toothless was already moving down the tunnel, in the direction the 'boulder' had come from. Fishlegs, Meatlug, and the other Gronkles close behind. And, closing in behind them, was the 'boulder' that was clearly not a boulder.

"We can't avoid it!" Fishlegs said.

Hiccup was examining the tunnel ahead, "Quick; down here!" Toothless, Meatlug, and the wild- Gronkles darted down the side- passage Hiccup had indicated. The 'thing' that was chasing them rolled past, and vanished down the tunnel.

Once he'd caught his breath, Hiccup took in their surroundings; they were in a small cavern; one-way in, one-way out. The wild- Gronkles were gathered around a small opening to the sky; which was way too small for them; in the hopes of getting out into the open sky.

"It doesn't look like we'll be flying out of here, bud," Hiccup commented.

"It's ok; I think we lost it," Fishlegs, who was nearest to the entrance, observed.

Hiccup nodded, "Than lets move- out, quietly." He and Toothless lead the way into the main tunnel; followed by the wild- Gronkles, with Fishlegs and Meatlug bringing up the rear. They'd gone twenty feet, when Fishlegs's stomach rumbled. Everyone else turned back to look at him, and Fishlegs whispered "Sorry."

Than they heard a rumbling sound, and the 'thing' that had been chasing them reappeared at the end of the tunnel.

When the thing was about thirty feet away from them; it stopped, and seemed to 'unroll'… It was a dragon, and a big one at that! Spikes extended out of its head, and every other part of its body that they could see; and, when it roared, its lower law separated into two halves.

Then the dragon charged, and Hiccup and Fishlegs called out in surprise. When it was close enough, the rogue dragon brought its tail around, and it collided with the wall, causing boulders to fall from the ceiling, towards them!

All of them managed to dodge; and they continued to make their way down the tunnel, towards the exit. As they went, Fishlegs commented, "Impressive; definitely a Boulder- Class! … Hiccup; what do you think of 'Catastrophic Quaken', as a name?"

"Well; I think we should probably name it later, and focus on not getting killed by it now." Hiccup replied.

Toothless took a moment to glance as Fishlegs, **'Seriously: What is it with you and trying to name new dragons **_**while they're attacking us**_**?' **Toothless launched another plasma- bolt at the dragon, as he spoke, and they continued down the passageway.

When, at last, they returned to the place where they'd entered the cavern system, Hiccup turned to the others; "As long as it's rolled into that ball, I think we're safe… Fishlegs; get those Gronkles in the air!"

Hiccup and Toothless, Fishlegs and Meatlug, and the other Gronkles, rose into the air a few moments later; closely, a few seconds later, by the 'Catastrophic Quaken'. A moment later, the Quaken dropped back to the ground; rolling up, as it did. The moment it struck the ground, a shockwave radiated outwards and upwards!  
>"Ok, strike that: maybe we're not so safe, after all," Hiccup amended. "Fishlegs, Meatlug; retreat!"<p>

"I thought you'd never ask!" Fishlegs agreed. Meatlug rose higher into the sky; the other Gronkles following, close behind them.

Once they'd put some distance between themselves and the island, Fishlegs turned to Hiccup; "Did that… thing, say anything to you, while we were down there?"

Hiccup shook his head, "It was just roaring... I'm not sure what to think, really; for now, though, let's get back to Dragon's Edge."

**Part Four – Gronkles on Dragon's Edge**

_Later, on Dragon's Edge,_

"Really… more Gronkles?" Snotlout asked; exasperatedly, as the three new arrivals landed next to Toothless and Meatlug.

"It's just a few stray Gronkles," Hiccup said, bracingly. "We should be able to handle that."

Ruffnut chuckled, "'Just a few strays', he says." Next to her, Tuffnut rolled his eyes.

"Yeah; you should really have a look at this," Astrid said, gesturing over her shoulder as she spoke. "They just … started showing up just after you and Fishlegs left…" She gestured, unnecessarily, in front of them.

They were looking at a whole herd of Gronkles, meandering around the outpost.

Hiccup's eyes widened, "So this is where all of the Gronkles from Dark Deep went."

"Whoa…" Fishlegs breathed. "Can you believe they flew all this way?"

"Hiccup; these guys are out of control," Astrid said, gesturing to the Gronkles. "We have to get them back to their island."

Hiccup hesitated, "There… might be a problem with that."

"He's right," Fishlegs agreed, as he came forward to join them. "See, they've been chased out of their homeland by a giant boulder- class dragon; a 'Catastrophic Quaken', to be exact."

"We need to figure _something_ out; and in the meantime, we need to keep those wild- Gronkles contained." Hiccup turned to the twins, "And, since it seems I've doubted the Twins unfairly, I'm putting them in charge… just, keep them where they are."  
>Ruff nodded, and Tuff said "On it!" With that, the twins and their Zippleback turned, and headed towards the herd of wild- Gronkles. The others went their separate ways, leaving Hiccup, Astrid, Toothless and Stormfly.<p>

Hiccup turned to Astrid; "You _are_ doing a great job, you know."

Astrid didn't meet his gaze; "Am I? It sure doesn't feel that way… I mean: all I could think to do was herd them together."

"When you're not sure if you have all the information, or a clear plan; the best thing _anyone_ can do is contain the problem until they do, and_ that's _what _you did_." Hiccup was silent for a moment. "Astrid; the position I offered you wasn't a recent decision: the thought first crossed my mind about four months after we started the Academy." He kissed her lightly on one cheek, "I've put you in charge whenever the situation allowed for it; and the only thing I haven't had from you, is a reason to regret it … I know that, in any situation you might face, you'll make the best decisions anyone could, in those conditions."

Astrid's eyes were bright, and her mouth hung open. It took her a moment to find her voice; but when she did, she asked, "If… if you've been thinking about it for that long, why haven't you said anything?"

Hiccup smiled and shrugged, "You've always held yourself to high standards, and I didn't want to put you under any extra pressure … Astrid: You're the right person for the job."

Astrid didn't speak, but her expression spoke for her. She took a deep breath, and turned back to Hiccup; "What should we do about the Gronkles, though?"

_Meanwhile; short distance away,_

Meatlug gave a sad sigh, and Fishlegs patted the top of his Gronkle's head; "Don't worry, girl; we'll figure out how to get those Gronkles back home, there has to be a way!"

"Sounds like _someone's_ got a problem that needs some solving," Snotlout commented, as he approached. "Well; consider this your lucky day, Fishlegs, because the 'Answer- Man' has arrived!"

Fishlegs raised an eyebrow, "I thought Hiccup was still with Astrid? – And since when do you call him 'the answer- man'?"

Snotlout stumbled back a step, catching hold of Hookfang's horn, for support. He scowled, "I was talking about _me_… Yep: I'm going to help you get Dark Deep back for those Gronkles."

Fishlegs sighed, "You don't understand, Snotlout; the 'Catastrophic Quaken' is huge…"

"Yeah, yeah; sure." Snotlout rolling his eyes, as he spoke; "Look at you, you're much bigger than me; right?" Fishlegs nodded, and Snotlout added, "Oh, but your boot's untied." When Fishlegs looked down to check, Snotlout used the finger he'd use to point to hit Fishlegs in the face. Startled, Fishlegs stumbled backwards, tripped, and went down.

Fishlegs recovered, a moment later, and glared at Snotlout, "Hey: my boots don't even have laces!"

Snotlout shrugged, "My point is: there's only one way to get rid of that Quaken, and that's to push him off of Dark Deep; and the only way to do that, is to _fight dirty_… Do you want to win, or not?"

Fishlegs sighed, "I want to win, but not your way… I'm going to go talk to Hiccup; see if he has any ideas."

"Remember what I said." Snotlout scowling, "Believe me: You'll be back; they always come back." Once Fishlegs was gone, Snotlout turned to Hookfang, "He'll be back."

Hookfang shrugged, **'I suppose it's possible.'**

_That evening_;

"Hey, Hiccup," Fishlegs said, as he moved towards where Hiccup was working, outside the clubhouse. "You… uh, you got a minute?"

Hiccup nodded, "Sure… what's up?"

"Well, I was just wondering what the plan was," Fishlegs said.

"'The plan…?'" Hiccup asked, raising an eyebrow.

"For Dark Deep," Fishlegs elaborated. "The Quaken; how to get rid of it…"

Hiccup sighed, "I've been thinking about it, Fishlegs, and I'm not so sure we should, uh, get rid of it."

Fishlegs frowned, "What?"

"I'm just … not sure that we have the right to interfere," Hiccup gestured, as he spoke. "I mean… that's what happens in nature, all the time: the Quaken has taken- over the island, for now; and, who knows, someday, maybe another dragon will show up and chase him off… who can say?" He was silent for a moment, "I'm not saying it's fair, I'm not saying I like it … But, unless we can get the Quaken to talk to me; and judging by our last visit, that's unlikely at best; there's really not much we can do. We'll figure something out for the Gronkles, but other than that… I'm sorry, Fishlegs."

_The following morning;_

That night, Fishlegs had a nightmare: Once again, the Catastrophic Quaken was chasing him, and the other Gronkles, around Dark Deep. By morning, Fishlegs knew that he had to do something.

As much as he disliked the idea, he went to talk to Snotlout.

Snotlout was lying across the tops of several barrels; when he saw Fishlegs, he blinked, and asked, "You came back?" Than he lost his balance, and fell off of the barrels. A moment later, he was back on his feet; "I mean… of course you came back!"

"Lets do this," Fishlegs said, nodding. "But lets keep this between us; there's no need to bother Hiccup with any of this, right."

Snotlout nodded, and gave the thumbs up, "Feel you on that; ok, it's time to get dirty!"

Within the hour, Hookfang and Meatlug were rising into the sky; their riders on their backs, and angling away from Dragon's Edge.

They did not, however, get away unnoticed: as they rose into the sky, several Night- Terrors spotted them, and, after a brief conversation, one of them set of; winging its way, towards the humans' outpost.

**Part Five – Return to Dark Deep**

Meatlug, Hookfang, and their riders arrived on Dark Deep a few hours before noon, around the same time as when Meatlug and Toothless had made the journey.  
>Mere moments after they had set down, there was a roar, and the Catastrophic Quaken shot out of a cavern opening, and landed on a cliff top.<p>

Snotlout took one look; and rounded on Fishlegs, "You never said he was this big; what were you thinking?"

Fishlegs blinked, "I thought you said I did the right thing!"

"Yeah, but that was before _I saw him_!" Snotlout took several steps backward, than said, "You know what I'm going to go, uh, get some help … yeah: I'm going to go get some help!" He took another look at the dragon, "Boy, he's really big!" Than he turned around; and rushed back to Hookfang, who rose back into the sky.

Fishlegs and Meatlug exchanged a look, than they too began to back away. Fishlegs climbed back into Meatlug's saddle, than he decided that it was time for them to take a stand. He looked his dragon in the eye again, and they came to a silent agreement.

"For the Gronkles!" Fishlegs shouted. A moment later, Meatlug shouted **'FOR DARK DEEP!'**

_Three hundred feet in the air, three miles from Dark Deep;_

"We've got to find those muttonheads before they get themselves killed!" Hiccup was '_a little_' annoyed with Fishlegs, though he understood why Fishlegs had done what he did.

"Look," Astrid called, pointing ahead of them. "Muttonhead, incoming!"

_A few minutes later;_

"Snotlout; where's Fishlegs?" Hiccup called, across the intervening distance.

"You know; that Quaken was a lot bigger than he said it was," Snotlout said.

Hiccup's eyes widened, "So you just left him there?" He shook his head, "Oh my gods!"

Toothless shot past Hookfang, towards the island; Stormfly waited long enough for Astrid to shoot Snotlout a cold look, than surged after Hiccup and Toothless; closely followed by the small force of Gronkles that had joined them, several of them also stopping to shoot Snotlout dirty looks.

'**They're right,'** Hookfang said. **'We shouldn't have left like that.'**

Snotlout sighed, "Oh, fine; but my death is on your horns, Hookfang!" The Monstrous Nightmare grunted, and turned back in the direction they'd just come from.

Hiccup and Toothless found the Catastrophic Quaken closing-in on Fishlegs and Meatlug. A mere ten feet separated them, when Toothless's first plasma- blast hit the enemy- dragon in the head.

That gave Fishlegs and Meatlug a chance to put some more distance between themselves, and the Quaken. It also made Toothless the center of the Quaken's attention; followed, soon after, by the human sitting on the Night- Fury's back.

The Catastrophic Quaken rose until it hovered a mere twenty feet in front of Hiccup and Toothless, and growled something.

Astrid turned to Hiccup, "What did he say?"

Hiccup's expression was solemn, "He says that he's surprised to see a Night- Fury travelling in the company of humans, considering… considering the offence humans once committed against their colony." He turned to Fishlegs and Meatlug, and the other Gronkles, "He said that he just wanted was to live on this island, peacefully; but that he'd been hounded for days, after his arrival … Finally, he lost his patience; and tried to scare the Gronkles, not to make them leave the island, but so that they'd give him a little space."

Hiccup gave the listeners a moment to process that, than added, "He says he tried to explain, before, but no one stopped to listen… He says he's alone, and wants a place to call his home; nothing more."

The Catastrophic Quaken dropped to the ground, landing next to a massive boulder; a boulder far too large for any Gronkle to break, easily enough for it to be worthwhile. The dragon growled something else, and Hiccup smiled, "He says he hopes its not too late to work something out; he never meant to cost the Gronkles their home."

Even as he spoke, Gronkles began to settle around the Quaken, cautiously chomping down a few of the rock fragments; and, gradually, beginning conversations with the new arrival.

Hiccup relaxed, "Well: I guess that settles that … Let's get back to the edge."

Nobody argued with that idea. The dragons' rose into the sky, their riders on their backs; to begin the trip back to Dragon's Edge – again.

_**To be continued…**_


	7. Chapter 7

**Have Dragon; Will Travel**

**Part One – A Rogue Dragon**

_One week later, midmorning, on Berk;_

Hiccup, Astrid, and the other riders and dragons had returned to Berk; to restock on some basic supplies, of the sort that they wouldn't find on Dragon's Edge, or the nearby islands. Hiccup handed a pair of new daggers to Astrid, who was sitting on Stormfly's back, than turned to the others, "Ok; now remember, gang: we're only taking _absolute necessities_ back to Dragon's Edge."

"Aw; I guess that means we're leaving you behind, Fishlegs!" Snotlout said, chuckling.

"Come on; you're better than that, Snotlout…" Fishlegs paused for a moment, than added, "Oh, wait; no, you're not!" Meatlug chuckled, and the others hurried to hide their smirks.

Only then did Hiccup notice the two massive baskets of rocks; fastened to either saddle of Meatlug's saddle. He raised an eyebrow, and, gesturing to the saddlebags, he said, in an exasperated tone, "Fishlegs!"

"What?" Fishlegs asked, "Berk granite has a better finish to it, and believe me: you want the better finish!" A second later, Meatlug farted; Fishlegs took a few hurried steps backward, "Point illustrated."

"All right," a familiar voice said. "Which one of the usual suspects was out sinking boats on their dragon, this morning? – I have my suspicions." Hiccup and the others looked up, and saw Stoick coming towards them; Gobber, Mulch, and Bucket following, a short distance behind him.

Hiccup turned to face his father, frowning, "Sinking boats?"

Stoick nodded, gesturing behind him, "Bucket and Mulch saw the whole thing; and don't try convincing me that there's anyone _else_ in the Archipelagos, who could pull something like this off!" He was silent for a moment, than raised said, "Well? I'm waiting."

Hiccup glanced around at the others, than back to his father; "Dad, the truth is: we've been together all morning; it couldn't have been one of us, attacking the ships."

Stoick frowned, "Well; if it wasn't one of you, than I'd say we have a _much_ more serious problem on our hands!" He turned, and made his way back to where Gobber, Mulch, and Bucket stood waiting.

Astrid moved forward, "Rogue dragon- rider?"

Fishlegs shifted, uneasily, "Not good; not good at all!"

"No it isn't," Hiccup agreed, "and we need to find out who it is."

**Part Two – The Razorwhip**

_A short time later;_

They found Bucket and Mulch's boat right where they'd said; the dragons' set down on the deck, and the riders began to dismount. "Ok, gang; lets spread out," Hiccup said, as he slid off of Toothless's back.

Astrid joined him, a moment later, "Hiccup; I've been thinking about this 'rogue dragon- rider'…"

Hiccup turned to face her, nodding, "Dagur."

Astrid nodded, "It makes sense… and if he has a dragon, and is attacking ships, who's to say we won't be next?"

Hiccup hesitated, "Honestly, if it is Dagur, I'd be more worried about him attacking _other tribes_: Right now, _we're_ the only known dragon- riders in the Archipelagos; if other tribes start being attacked by dragons _with riders_, and they interpret them as acts of aggression…"

He could tell from Astrid's expression that she understood; but before she could reply, Fishlegs called, "Hiccup; you've got to see this!"

"Those are some deep gashes," Hiccup remarked, as he examined the section of the ships' siding that Fishlegs indicated. "Any idea what it could be?"

"This dragon is extremely powerful," Fishlegs commented. "It has the slashing attack of a Speed- Stinger; but from the depth of the strikes, it appears to be as strong as a Typhoomerang!"

Toothless moved forward, examined the damage, and sniffed at the splintered wood. **'This is new to me,'** he said, a moment later. **'I've never seen anything like this, before…'**

Hiccup got to his feet, "You guys find anything else?"

Astrid was the first to answer, "This ship has been stripped of everything valuable."

A split second later, Ruff and Tuff began to fight over something. When asked, they claimed that they hadn't found anything. Finally, they handed over the object that they'd found.

"A barb!" Fishlegs exclaimed, the moment he saw it.

Astrid frowned, "That… that looks like one of Stormfly's!"

"That means that the dragon we're looking for must belong to the Sharp- Class," Fishlegs commented.

"If we can find the dragon; we'll find the rider, and I've got a pretty good idea where to find the dragon!" As Hiccup spoke, he pulled the Dragon Eye out of his satchel. He smiled, and turned to where their dragons were waiting, "Stormfly; can you help us out, here?"

The Deadly Nadder moved to join them, **'Of course; what do you need?'**

"Since the dragon we're looking for is from the Sharp- Class; like you, I'm thinking your magnesium flare might be able to unlock some information from the Dragon Eye," Hiccup explained, while the others gathered around to listen. He retrieved one of the discarded barrels; set it upside down, and gestured to Astrid.

Astrid unsheathed the two daggers Hiccup had given her, back on Berk; and plunged them into the wooden bottom of the barrel, the hilts crossing to create a stable stand for the Dragon Eye to rest on. She turned to Stormfly, smiling, "Take it easy, now; just enough to light the Dragon Eye." As she spoke, she gave her Nadder a rub on the jaw.  
>Stormfly breathed a low flame, and the Dragon Eye lit up: projecting an image onto the side of the ship, in front of them.<p>

"Deadly Nadder," Fishlegs read, eagerness in his voice. "I must have missed some of this the first time around… Does anyone have any chalk; I need to translate this!"

"This isn't the time, Fishlegs," Hiccup said. Turning to the Dragon- Eye, he turned one of the rings on the side, and an image of another dragon appeared.

"Speed- Stinger," Fishlegs noted, sighing. "One of my favorites; there's always so much more to learn!"

"Ok; Fishlegs, later." Hiccup turned the first ring again, and another dragon appeared in the projection. "That's it!"

"It's called a 'Razorwhip'," Astrid said, moving closer to read the name.

Fishlegs also moved closer, "Ok, Razorwhip: Sharp- Class dragon; large, spiny barbed tail; very aggressive, very dangerous…"

Snotlout snorted, "Yeah, we got that; give us something new."

Fishlegs glared at Snotlout, "You want to do this, Snotlout?"

"Uh, I would…" Snotlout looked at the symbols, uncomprehendingly. "But I just… you know, don't feel like it, right now."

Fishlegs rolled his eyes, and returned his attention to the projection; "This symbol indicates that it can use its tail to wrap around a victim, and literally squeeze the life out of them; unless it's in a hurry, then it just slices you in half."

"Fishlegs, is there anything about this dragon that _won't_ kill us?" Astrid asked.

"How about it's eyeballs?" Ruffnut asked.

"Nope," Fishlegs said, "poisonous tears."

Before the conversation could get completely off- track, Hiccup asked, "Is there anything that would help us locate it?"

Fishlegs returned his attention to the projection, "Top speed; mating rituals; oral- hygiene; feeding habits…"

Hiccup's eyes widened, "Wait: go back!"

Fishlegs frowned, "Oral- hygiene?"

Hiccup resisted the urge to roll his eyes, "No; feeding habits… If we know what it eats, we might be able to figure out _where_ it eats!"

Fishlegs nodded, "Uh, let me see … sea slugs; it eats sea slugs!"

"Sea slugs," Hiccup repeated, "Well, we've come across a few islands that are crawling with sea slugs; hopefully, our Razorwhip is feeling hungry!"

"Hungry for sea slugs," Astrid specified, "not for Vikings."

**Part Three – The New Rider**

_A few hours after noon;_

"I have a good feeling about this island," Fishlegs commented, as the next island on their list drew nearer, below them.

"That's what you said about the _last five islands_," Snotlout retorted.

"Is it my fault I'm an optimist?" Fishlegs asked, shrugging.

"Not to burst your bubble, Fishlegs," Astrid called, from up ahead, "but has anyone considered what we're going to do when we actually find this Razorwhip?"

Hiccup rolled his eyes, and held his spyglass up to his eye, training it on the island ahead. "There's smoke; a campfire!" he told the others.

A few minutes later, they landed in the middle of what appeared to be a recently- abandoned campsite. Astrid nodded to a near by pile of crates, "That could be the loot from the ships that were attacked."

"And those gashes do look familiar," Hiccup agreed, nodding to some near by rocks. He turned to the others, "Ok, guys: lets split up, and search the island for our rogue- rider, and his Razorwhip; they can't be far!" He turned to Fishlegs, "You two stay here, in case they come back." – Fishlegs nodded.  
>The Toothless, Stormfly, Hookfang, and Barf-and-Belch, rose back into the sky, and set off in different directions.<p>

_Fishlegs;_

Fishlegs slid off of Meatlug's back, and began throwing rocks to Meatlug. "You know, Meatlug; normally, I'd pretend to be upset about being left behind, but this time, I feel a lot safer staying behind here with–" At that moment, a silvery tail, which had been inching towards Fishlegs as he spoke, wrapped around him, and pulled him up and away.

A moment later, Meatlug, who'd retrieved the rock that she'd missed, turned back. She frowned, **'Fishlegs…? Where are you?'**

_Ruff and Tuff;_

Their search had begun well enough, all things considered. Tuffnut had suggested that he look left, and his sister look right. They'd done this for about ten seconds, than Ruffnut asked "Wait: my left, or your left?"

While they were talking; the dragon they'd been looking for shot up into the air, in front of them, and knocked both Ruff and Tuff out of their saddles. They fell, crashing through the branches of the trees below; and landed, dazed but uninjured, on the ground.

_Astrid and Stormfly;_

"These tracks look pretty fresh," Astrid observed, having dismounted for a closer look. "Stay sharp, Stormfly!"

A split second later, something shot passed them, though it was far too small to be the Razorwhip. Stormfly paused, and sniffed the air. **'Is that… It can't be!'  
><strong>The Deadly Nadder surged forward, after the mystery- object, followed closely by Astrid. Dragon and rider ran into the cave, into which the object had vanished. Only then did Stormfly show Astrid her prize.

Astrid's eyes widened, "Chicken?" Her mind went back to the time she'd experimented with Stormfly's diet; to see if the extra protein would boost her speed, but…  
>A sudden sound at the entrance made Astrid whirl around: she saw a flash; like sunlight glinting off of metal. Astrid's eyes widened, "Oh, no!"<br>A moment later, the boulders fell across the mouth of the cave, sealing them in.

_Snotlout;_

"Take us down, Hookfang!" Once the Monstrous Nightmare had landed, Snotlout hurried into the trees, muttering, "I knew I should've gone before we left!"  
>A few minutes later, as he was about to make his way back to Hookfang, a sudden noise made him look to the left. His eyes widened: a pile of logs was rolling downhill, towards him! He began to run in the other direction, and, since he wasn't looking ahead of him, he ran right off the edge of a cliff.<br>He landed, unharmed, in a river; and, as the current began to carry him away, he shouted to Hookfang.

_Hiccup and Toothless;_

It had been almost an hour since they'd begun their search; and so far, they'd found no sign of the rogue- dragon, or it's rider. Hiccup had, of course, long since donned his dragon- scale helm; this being exactly the sort of thing it was meant to protect him against.  
>Finally, they decided to follow the course of a river they'd chanced across; with rocky cliffs rising to either side, some might argue that it'd make a good hiding place.<p>

A short distance downriver; Toothless stopped, and gestured ahead of them with his snout. **'There.' **

Hiccup looked in the direction Toothless had indicated, and saw the rogue- dragon and rider; both looking the other way. Hiccup smiled, "Good job, bud!"

A moment later, by pure chance, the dragon glanced in their direction; saw them, and roared. This brought them to the rider's attention; and, seconds later; they were in the air, flying away as fast as the dragon's wings would carry them.

Toothless shot after them, and the chase was on. The Razorwhip shot up and out from between the cliffs, and shot towards a stand of trees. Several times, it sliced through tree trunks; in an attempt to slow them, but Toothless evaded them with ease, and continued to close the gap.  
>Then the dragon dove back between the rocky cliffs, which rose above the river. Hiccup and Toothless followed, only to see the rogue- dragon and rider shooting back towards them!<p>

They passed within a few feet of each other, and Hiccup got the briefest glimpse under the hood the rider wore to conceal their face: It wasn't Dagur! Then he saw another tree falling towards them. As before, Toothless evaded with ease; and continued the pursuit.

"I think this has gone on long enough, don't you?" Hiccup asked. "Toothless; take them down!"

The Razorwhip managed to evade the first two blasts, but the third connected; the rogue- dragon went down, coming to a stop on a rocky shelf. The dragon crouched, protectively; over its rider, who was momentarily dazed. The rider recovered quickly, though, and made to remount.

"I wouldn't do that, if I were you," Hiccup warned, as Toothless landed on the shelf. As he spoke, Toothless opened his mouth; ready to deliver a second plasma- blast.

The rider hesitated, than turned to face them. "I wouldn't either," a familiar voice said. The rider pulled down her hood, pushed down the cloth covering the lower half of her face.

Under his helmet, Hiccup's eyes widened: The rogue- rider… was Heather!

Hiccup removed his helmet, "Heather; this is a surprise, though whether or not it is a 'pleasant' one remains to be seen… What did you do to the others?"

Heather blinked, "They're fine… do you honestly think I'd hurt them?"

"The first time we met; we _helped_ you, now you attack us." As he spoke, Hiccup took a few steps forward, "You've been attacking, and looting, boats from Berk…" Hiccup shook his head, "You seem like a good person, Heather, but you'd better have a good explanation for this; the others will want one, and you owe us that much, at the very least."

The Razorwhip growled something, and Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "You should really teach that Razorwhip to mind her manners." Hiccup turned to the Razorwhip, and growled several lines in the dragons' native tongue; the dragon stumbled back, stunned.

Heather's jaw dropped, "You… you can _talk_ to them, too?"

Hiccup managed a small smile, "It's been three years, Heather; a lot has happened… We've found, and entered into an alliance with, Toothless's colony; I've forged this armor, using a unique ore that formed beneath Night- Furies' ancestral- homeland; and my bond with the dragons has gone far, far beyond what it was when we first met… See for yourself."

Hiccup turned away from Heather and her dragon, though Toothless kept a close eye on them, and approached the edge of the stone shelf. Knowing, instinctively, that it would work, he held both arms out to either side.

Tendrils of shadow rose from the armor, into the air; and several dozen shadowy Night- Furies took form. "These two," Hiccup tilted his head towards Heather and her dragon, "have trapped, or separated, the other riders from their dragons; they claim none have been harmed, but I'd like confirmation."

The shadowy creature nodded as one, '_WE WILL SEARCH FOR THEM, PEACEMAKER; BUT IF THIS HUMAN TRULY MEANS WELL, SHE WILL TELL US WHERE TO BEGIN LOOKING.'_

By now, Hiccup's eyes had returned to their normal color. He turned to Heather, "Well?"

Heather was a little wide- eyed; but she nodded, and told the shadowy Night- Furies what they wanted to know. Once they'd left, she turned to Hiccup, "What… what was all of that?"

Hiccup smiled, "You remember the ore I mentioned, a minute ago?"

Heather nodded, uncertainly, "You said the Night- Fury Elders gave it to you…"

Hiccup nodded, "For a little over three hundred years, whenever a Night- Fury sensed that it was nearing the end of it's life, he or she would plunge into a pool of magma, that lay beneath the caverns of their ancestral home; they called it 'returning to the fire'… Over the centuries, their scales mixed with the elements of the earth; until, at last, it became the ore that they gave me, specifically so that I could use it to forge my armor," he unsheathed his sword, "and my sword, which I've named 'Fury', in their honor."  
>As he spoke, a column of blue flames flickered to life, whirling around the blade. They faded, a moment later, and Hiccup returned the blade to its sheath. "In order to forge them, though, I had to enter what one of the Elders called the 'Dragon Trance'; a trance state that has helped to deepen my connection to the dragons, as well as enhancing my own abilities."<p>

Heather hesitated for a moment, than asked, "What's the point of all of this, though?"

Hiccup was silent for a moment, deciding what, and how much, to say. At last, he said, "Do you remember when we told you about the Battle of The Red- Death?"

Heather nodded, a shudder passing through her, "Yeah, but what does that have to do with this?"

"We left part of the story out," Hiccup admitted. "After I was knocked out of Toothless's saddle, I had a vision; a brief conversation with Thor, himself."  
>Heather looked as though she were about to ask a question; but Hiccup shook his head, and continued, "Thor told me that they, the gods, had been monitoring our war with the dragons almost since it began; waiting for the human and dragon who would unify the races, and forge a lasting peace between both. Thor removed parts of the conversation from my memory; telling me that I'd regain the memories, when the time was right. Aside from what I've already said, all I know is that Toothless and I were given a task which we must complete; and a feeling that, if we fail…"<p>

Toothless sighed. **'If we fail, all chance of a peace between humans and dragons would fade; we are the bridge that crosses the divide.'**

Heather's expression was a combination of surprise, fear, and uncertainty. It took her a moment to find her voice, but when she did, she asked, "Why are you telling me this?"

Hiccup nodded to Heather's Razorwhip, "Have you given your dragon a name?"

Heather nodded, "Her name's Windshear… why?"

Hiccup's 'answer' was another question, "A good name… Tell me: what would you do if something happened to her? How would you feel?"

Heather's expression turned to horror, and she shook her head, "I… I don't even want to think about it; Windshear… she's… I can't lose her: I can't…" She frowned, "Why would you even ask that?"

"If something happens to us, the connections between humans and dragons will falter and fail; including yours," Hiccup told her; nodding first to her, and then Windshear. "I figured you should know that, considering… 'Recent events'."

Heather nodded, "I wasn't trying to hurt anyone, I just… wasn't sure you'd understand; I have… I have a lot going on, right now."

As though on cue, several shadowy tendrils dropped out of the sky, and melded back into Hiccup's armor. The voice that had spoken before said, _"WE'VE FOUND THE OTHERS; GUIDED THEM TO ASTRID AND STORMFLY, AND THEY DUG THEM OUT. NOW THEY'RE WAITING IN THE CAMPSITE, WHERE YOU ARRIVED; THEY ARE NOT PLEASED."_

Hiccup shot Heather a cool look, "Neither am I, for that matter: Astrid's been my girlfriend for three years, you know… You'd best hope she's calmed down by the time we get back, because I'm not getting between her and you."

Heather dropped her gaze, and sighed, "I understand."

_Five minutes later, back at Heather's campsite;_

"You rolled me into a river!" Snotlout said, accusingly, pointing a finger at Heather.

"_You trapped me, in a cave_," Astrid said; her voice was raised, which was unlike her.

"You left me dangling in a tree!" Fishlegs added.

"Guys," Hiccup said, "Now, I'm sure Heather has a really good reason why she did all those things." He turned to Heather, "So… let's hear it."

"Look; I've been living on my own out here for years, and I've made more than a few enemies." Heather sighed; "I didn't want you guys to be involved… I needed to send you back to Berk."

Snotlout frowned, "You couldn't have just, I don't know, said so?"

"Would you have listened?" Heather asked.

"She does have a point; I mean, we are a pretty stubborn group," Astrid admitted.

Hiccup moved forward, "Whatever problems you have, whatever enemies you've made, we can help; you don't have to be out here on your own, anymore."

Heather turned to him, "Hiccup, please… just let this go."

"We have a base, not far from here; Dragon's Edge," Hiccup continued. "Why don't you come back with us? Nothing permanent: we'll get you some provisions; catch up, you can see how you like it."

Heather considered Hiccup's expression for a moment. Finally she smiled, shaking her head, "You're not going to give up, are you… Ok; Dragon's Edge it is."

_That evening, on Dragon's Edge;_

While Heather and the others were talking, Astrid saw Hiccup standing off to one side, a thoughtful expression on his face. She went over to join him, "What are you thinking?"

Hiccup shrugged, "There's something going on that she's not saying… she's changed; she's become so…" He paused, searching for the right word.

"Edgy?" Astrid supplied. "What's wrong with that? I kind of like it!"

Hiccup shifted, "Astrid: there's 'edgy', and then there's destroying ships; which I still need to ask her about."

"Well; do me a favour, and wait until after I ask her about her battle- axe?" Astrid said. "I want her to show me how to make one for myself."

Hiccup sighed, "Ok, but could you ask her sooner than later?"

**Part Four – Heather's Secret**

_That night;_

Heather waited until she was sure that the other riders were asleep, than slipped off of her cot. As quickly, and quietly, as she could, the slipped into the dragon stables, and fastened the locks on each of the doors. None of the dragons woke up.  
>Once she'd finished, she hurried over to Windshear, and clambered onto her back. In the lowest whisper she could manage, she said, "Let's go, girl!"<p>

Windshear rose into the sky: growing smaller, the further away she got. On the roof of the dragon- stables, Hiccup clambered onto Toothless's back. "Ok, Heather; lets see what you're hiding."

Toothless opened his wings, and rose into the sky; careful to keep far enough back that Heather wouldn't see them, even if she happened to glance back.

_A few hours later;_

Heather's first stop was to visit a boat. Hiccup and Toothless hid behind a pillar of rock; until Heather and Windshear departed, heading back the way they'd come, but at a slightly different angle.

Hiccup nodded to Toothless and the black- dragon leapt forward, landing on the deck of the boat, a few moments later. Hiccup dismounted, and moved towards a familiar figure, "Trader Johann; I need to ask you something, and think you can guess who it involves."

Johann shook his head, "I'm sorry, Master Hiccup, but I've been sworn to secrecy! The Chief of the head- hunting Asmati Tribe from Papua New Guiney couldn't part these lips!"

Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "Really… what about Stoick the Vast, from Berk? Do you know what 'trade- sanctions' are, Johann?"

"Two words that should never be combined in the same sentence," answered Trader Johann.

Toothless took a step closer. **'And you're also dealing with a Night- Fury who's feeling '_a little_' short of patience, on this particular night.'**

Trader Johann gulped, "Right then: Where shall I begin?"

"Lets start with the reason why Heather's out attacking boats," Hiccup said.

Trader Johann sighed, "I suppose it would have 'something' to do with her entire village, including her own family, being decimated by a certain group of undesirables… She's made it her personal mission to avenge her island, and her family."

Hiccup frowned, "By sinking and looting ships?"

"She's not looting; she's redistributing, back to the victims of those horrible crimes!" Trader Johann insisted. "Every thieving ship that Heather attacks means that they'll get back a little of what they've lost; of course, lost loved ones can never be replaced."

Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "Heather attacked one of _our_ boats, Johann; when we arrived, the ship had been stripped of everything of value. Now: where is she going?"

Johann sighed, "It's not merely where she's going, Master Hiccup; it's who she's going after."

Two minutes later, Toothless was back in the sky; speeding towards Heather's next destination.

_A little after sunrise;_

Heather and Windshear hadn't set down since they'd left Trader Johann's boat, but they were almost at the location Trader Johann had given them.

Below them, the fog parted, and she saw a sail, and the crest on it; the Berserker Crest, the crest that had marked the sails of each and every one of the ships that'd destroyed her life.

"There!" she said, pointing the ship out to Windshear. The dragon spotted it, and began to descend.

The dragon had already caught the attention of the men on the ships below: "I've never seen one of those, before," Dagur commented.

"Nor have I," Savage agreed. "What should we do?"

Dagur chuckled, "You know what I always say: 'when in doubt, take it out'." He began bellowing orders to his men, and the decks of his ships exploded into activity.

Windshear had no difficulty evading the crossbow bolts and spears that flew at her.

But Dagur wasn't done: "Wait for it… wait for it… Now!"

The moment he gave the order, metal grappling- chain was launched skywards; and it wrapped itself, firmly, around Windshear's tail. – Heather's eyes widened, "NO!"

Another of Dagur's boats pulled out of the fog, and another chain was launched; this one fastened itself around Windshear's right forepaw. More boats appeared, and more chains were launched.

From below, Heather heard Dagur Bellow another order: "REEL IN THAT SPINY MENACE!" Then he spotted her, "WELL; HELLO, HEATHER!" Then came another bellowed order, "PULL HARDER, AND MAN THE WINCHES! SHE CAN BE USEFUL TO US!"

"Come on, girl: you've got this!" Heather said, trying to encourage Windshear. Then she saw more of Dagur's boats coming towards them, and a wave of hopelessness washed over her. "Or maybe not…"

_Five minutes later;_

Hiccup and Toothless arrived on the scene five minutes later; by then, even more chains had been launched, and Windshear was steadily losing altitude. Two chains had shot above and around Windshear's neck; pinning Heather against her dragon's scales.  
>"I'm sorry, Windshear," Heather said, struggling to keep her voice steady. "I'm so, so, sorry… this is my fault."<p>

Then they heard it: The wailing shriek that heralded the arrival of a Night Fury. Heather turned to look in that direction, and there they were: Hiccup and Toothless, and they were heading right for them!

Then she heard Dagur shouting from somewhere below her, "WELL, LOOK WHAT THE DRAGON FLEW IN; SO GLAD YOU COULD JOIN US, _HICCUP_!" There was a brief pause, and then Dagur continued, "NOW, _TAKE_ _OUT_ _THAT_ _NIGHT__- __FURY__!"_

Heather's eyes widened: she had never heard that much anger in Dagur's voice, on any of the occasions that she'd met him, previously.

Then she heard Hiccup's voice, coming from somewhere just below her, "Blast the chains, Toothless!" Then, again, a moment later, "Dragon- proof chains? Great, just great!"

A ripple of ugly laughter floated up from Dagur's men. Then Dagur shouted up at them, "NICE TRY, HICCUP; YOU DIDN'T THINK I'D MAKE IT THAT EASY FOR YOU, DID YOU?"

Out of the corner of your eye; Heather watched as Toothless evaded Berserker attacks, and moved in for another pass; this time, Toothless hovered a little to Windshear's left. When he was close enough to hear, Heather called, "You don't have to do this, Hiccup; I got us into this mess… You should go, while you still can!"

"We're getting you out, then we're leaving," Hiccup's expression was just as determined as when he'd talked her into visiting Dragon's Edge. "You remember what I told you about the dragon- trance?"

"Is this really the…" Heather began, but her voice died before she could finish the question.

Hiccup's eyes had turned yellow, the same color as Toothless's eyes, **"'It this really the time?'"** Hiccup asked; finishing the question she'd been about to ask. **"Yes, I think it is…"** He examined the mess of chains that entangled Windshear. **"Toothless, blast the winches; we need a little more length!"** The black- dragon shot away; arcing over Dagur's boats, and launching a plasma- bolt at the winches; demolishing them in flashes of blue light.

Heather felt the chains around her loosen, and she wriggled her way free. A moment later, Toothless rejoined them, and she saw that Hiccup now held his black sword, 'Fury', in one hand. Without a word, he hurled the sword; the black blade spinning through the air, cutting through each chain as though they were made of soft cheese rather than metal!

When Heather glanced down, she saw the crews of Dagur's boats staring up at them in open- mouthed astonishment.

Once the blade had sliced through the last chain; the lengths of chain that still rested on Windshear's back began to slide off, due to their own weight.

Hiccup held out his right hand, and the black sword shot up into the air; the hilt settling into Hiccup's palm, a moment later.

"**Consider today a draw, Dagur,"** Hiccup called down. **"But do not think we are done: Three years ago; I evoked the 'Three Strikes Edict' against you... ****I have**_** not forgotten**_**; **_**The Colony**_** has**_** not forgotten**_**! Y****ou live on borrowed time, Dagur; I suggest you make the most of it."** Hiccup's eyes returned to their normal color, and he turned to Heather and Windshear, "Come on; we're leaving."

Heather simply nodded; too stunned by what she'd seen to argue. Toothless turned in the direction of Dragon's Edge, and Windshear followed.

_Twenty minutes later;_

They'd been flying for what must have been twenty minutes; and, so far, neither of them had spoken. Finally, Hiccup glanced over at her, "I … I talked to Johann: he told me that Dagur wiped out your village; your family… I'm sorry." He was silent for a moment, than added, "When did it happen?"

Heather sighed, "Just over three years ago… why?"

Hiccup was silent for a moment, "You know what I said to Dagur, back there, about evoking the Three Strikes Edict against him?"

Heather nodded; and, curious, she asked, "What was that about?"

"We'd been fighting the Berserkers for months, before then; but three years ago, Dagur abducted my father from Berk, after a failed night- attack… He sent an ultimatum, the following morning; demanding that we turn over Toothless to him, in exchange for my father." Hiccup managed a small smile, "As you might imagine, this made the Night- Furies 'rather angry'. Well, as you can see; we didn't hand over Toothless – that was never an option," he paused to give Toothless a pat on the head. "And we were able to save my father… In an attempt to put the matter to rest, once and for all; and since I held the position of acting- chief, in my father's absence; I evoked the Three Strikes Edict, my last act before returning control to my father. Soon after that, we had Outcast Island converted into a prison, for Dagur, and most of his men – all we could find." He met Heather's eyes, and she saw genuine sadness in them, "From the sound of it, he attacked your tribe a little before he abducted my father from Berk; I wish we could've stopped it…"

Heather dropped her gaze; focusing, instead, on the top of Windshear's head. After a few minutes, Hiccup said, "You could join us, Heather; Dagur's just as much our enemy as yours, and the Night- Fury Elders have already called for Dagur's death … You don't have to be alone, not anymore."

"I don't know; sometimes, it feels like I'm destined to be alone," Heather sighed. "First, when I was a little girl, I got separated from my birth family…"

Toothless drifted a little closer, and Heather noticed that Hiccup was frowning, "Your birth family?"

Heather nodded, "Yes, but I don't remember much; just a few pictures in my mind… I remember my father's hands, they were rough, like sandstone, but so gentle; and I remember the smell of his wooden shield, he used to let me play with it… I don't think he was supposed to, but he let me anyway," the memory made Heather smile. "And then there's this," she pulled something out of Windshear's saddlebag, and held it up. "He gave me this horn; I don't know if it's supposed to mean something, but every time I look at it, I think of him… I just wish I knew who he was."

Silence settled between them, for a few minutes.

Then Toothless spoke up, **'I know how hard it is to be separated from your family, Heather… Years before I met Hiccup, I was separated from my colony, during a particularly bad storm. For years I wandered, trying to find somewhere where I felt that I belonged… When, at last, I met Hiccup, I found a new home; new friends, and, a few years later, I was reunited with my parents, and my colony. I'm not telling you that you **_**need**_** to join us, but I think it **_**would**_** help you.'**

Hiccup spoke, again, "And Heather, while I don't know what it must be like not to know either of your birthparents, I do have some idea: you see; my mother went missing when I was one, during one of the dragon- raids. I remember a few faint images, most of them tied to a toy she made for me, a little dragon… It's never enough, though; how could it be?"

Heather eyes widened, "So, between the two of you, you really do know what it's like…"

Toothless drew a little closer, and Hiccup got a slightly clearer look at the engraving on the horn. His eyes widened, "Heather, the engraving on your horn… do you mind?" He held out a hand; Heather hesitated, than handed him the horn.

Heather watched as Hiccup examined the horn, then asked, "Do you recognize it?"

Hiccup nodded, though he kept his eyes on the horn. "When I was younger, my dad told me that, when a chief has a child, he or she would receive gifts; if the person giving the gift was a chief, they would inscribe their seal into it, to show who'd given it…" He turned to look at her, then, "Heather; this is _my father's_ chief seal… if I brought him the horn, he could tell me who he gave it to; who your father is!"

Heather's mouth fell open, but it took her a full ten seconds to find her voice. Finally, she stammered, "Could you… would you…"

Hiccup nodded, "We'll head back to Dragon's Edge, and bring the others up to date – we can leave out the bit about your father, if you want, until I've told you who he was; than Toothless and I will go on to Berk, we'll be able to fly faster if it's just us."

Heather nodded, "If you don't mind, I think I would like to know who my father is before we tell the others, and… and Hiccup," she waited until he turned back to her, "Thank you… this really means a lot."

Hiccup nodded, and smiled. They flew the rest of the way back to Dragon's Edge in silence.

_A short time later, on Dragon's Edge;_

When they arrived at the clubhouse, the other dragons immediately mobbed Windshear, growling complaints about how _her rider_ had locked them in their cages, the previous night. Until, that is, Toothless growled a single line to them, in the language of dragons. '_We've already talked about that; what's done is done… Everything that needs to be said, has been.'_  
>He moved to join Windshear, and gave her a friendly bump on the shoulder. The other dragons appeared satisfied by this, and returned to what they'd been doing before.<p>

The others stood there with their arms crossed, so Heather got right to the point, "Look: I'm sorry I locked up your dragons; I just didn't trust that you guys would let me go after Dagur." She hesitated, and added, "But, judging by the way things turned out, I realize that I shouldn't have been so quick to refuse your help… if it wasn't for Hiccup and Toothless, they'd have gotten us; I won't make that mistake again." She looked around at the other riders, "In fact, if the offer's still open, I think I would like to try joining the team."

Hiccup looked around at the other riders, "Any objections?" The other riders exchanged looks, but nobody objected. "Than that's settled," he extended a hand to Heather, and Heather shook it. "Welcome to the team."

The others immediately converged on Heather; making comments, offers, and so on. The first to speak was Fishlegs, "I've already stocked Windshear's pen with sea- slugs…"  
>"Why don't I show you around the island?" Snotlout offered, "I'm basically chief!"<br>"And if you need any help with Windshear…" Fishlegs continued.

Finally, Astrid pulled Heather free of the others, "Lets go have some girl- time."

The relief on Heather's face was palpable, "Good idea."

**Part Five – Girl's Time**

_A few minutes later, at the practice range,_

Astrid and Heather each took a place next to a rack of axes, and in front of one of the targets. Each threw their first axe, than Astrid turned face Heather, "Two axes, are better than one!"

"True, unless… you have one of these!" Heather agreed, unsheathing her battle- axe, as she spoke. She spun it around several times, and then threw it at the target. It hit, lopping the ends of both of their first axes, in the process.

Astrid shook her head, visibly impressed, "You really have to show me how you made that!"

Heather nodded, "Sure, but I prefer close combat to throwing," as she spoke, she swung the axe she was holding into the trunk of the nearest tree, "so I can stare my enemy in the eye."

"Not a bad tactic," Astrid commented, moving to retrieve the axe Heather had thrown. "But don't discount…" she stopped speaking, suddenly, and hurled the axe at another tree.

"The element of surprise," Heather commented, appreciatively. "I like it!"

"It's one of Hiccup's favorite tactics," Astrid said, as she went to retrieve her axe, and turned back to her target.

Heather smiled, "You know, that reminds me: I hear you and Hiccup finally got together."

Astrid was so caught off guard by the change of topic, her axe went spinning into one of the trees; high above, and beyond where she'd been aiming. She turned to Heather, "What do you mean '_finally_' got together?"

Heather smiled, "Please, Astrid; I was pretty sure I saw sparks flying between you two the first day I met you..." She shrugged, "Either that, or the two of you were able to shoot miniature bolts of lightning out of your eyeballs, and I'm the only one who noticed."

Astrid's face was 'a little' pink, and Heather must've noticed, because she said, "But, hey: enough guy- talk, we came here to practice!" – And so they got back to it.

_An hour and a half later;_

Once they'd been at it for a few hours, Heather turned to Astrid, "Come on; I want to show you something, if you can keep up!" She led the way back to their dragons, and they mounted.

The dragons rose into the sky, and angled in the direction of the island where Heather had previously made camp.

_At Heather's former campsite; _

Once they arrived at Heather's campsite; Astrid and Stormfly stood where they'd landed, watching as Heather wandered around muttering "Where is it? It has to be here!"

"Are you going to clue me in on what we're looking for?" Astrid asked, after a few minutes had passed without any change.

"I… I'm looking for something," Heather said; absentmindedly, which told Astrid that Heather clearly hadn't been paying attention to her question.

Astrid heard movement, in the bushes behind her. "Looking for something like…" swinging her axe as she spoke, hooking the point around whatever was moving, and hoisting it into view. She found herself holding herself holding her axe blade mere inches away from… "Trader Johann?"

"Ah, Ms. Astrid; so nice to see you again!" Johann said, in his usual jovial tone. "If you wouldn't mind lowering your axe, so that my frightened soul might be granted safe- passage back to my body?" Astrid rolled her eyes, and sheathed her axe.

"Trader Johann!" the relief in Heather's voice was evident. "Thank Thor!"

The moment Trader Johann saw Heather, he too appeared relieved, "Ah, Ms. Heather; when the Terrible Terror came back with the message I'd sent you, I was sick with worry; and when I came here, and found your campsite abandoned, I feared the worst!"

"Alright, someone needs to tell me what's going on!" Astrid said, looking from Heather to Johann and back.

It was Johann who answered, "You see, Ms. Astrid: if you need exotic spices from a foreign land; one- of- a- kind cured leathers, or incredibly- difficult- to- obtain- information detailing the exact whereabouts of a certain dastardly Berserker," he produced a scroll from behind his back, "Trader Johann is your man!"

Heather was about to speak, but Astrid overrode her, "So he's got the info, and you've got the axe."

Heather nodded, and she and Johann completed their transaction. Then Astrid and Heather remounted their dragons, and set off on the return flight to Dragon's Edge.

**Part Six – A Score To Settle**

When they arrived, Astrid was surprised, and a little disappointed, to hear that Hiccup had departed for Berk on "urgent business that couldn't wait."

Heather felt a little guilty, when she saw Astrid's reaction, but she proceeded to tell the others what Johann had told them: Dagur was set to purchase a new fleet of ships for his armada; more powerful even than those he currently had, and he wouldn't be in the open for long. If they missed this window, Dagur could go into hiding again.

Fishlegs looked uncertain, "I have to say, any aerial assault of this magnitude would be foolish without Toothless; he's the most powerful dragon in our arsenal…"

Ruff and Tuff nodded in agreement, at this.

Heather turned to Astrid for support, "Astrid; you heard what Johann said: this is our last chance!" When Astrid hesitated, Heather's shoulders dropped, "You too?"

"Look, Heather; Fishlegs has a point: we'll need Hiccup and Toothless to pull this off!" When Heather made to speak, Astrid held up a finger, "So how about a compromise: do you still need that scroll, or do you know where Dagur's going to be?" As she spoke, she gestured to the scroll Johann had given to Heather.

"I know where he is," Heather replied.

When Astrid held out her hand for the scroll; Heather hesitated, but handed it over. Astrid unsheathed one of her daggers; and, holding the scroll up against the outer wall of the clubhouse, she plunged the dagger through the top of the map; pinning it to the wall. She turned back to the others, gesturing to the map as she said, "This way, Hiccup and Toothless will know where to find us." She turned to Fishlegs, "Hiccup said to tell us that he wouldn't be long, right?"

Fishlegs shifted, uneasily, but he nodded.

"And, Heather," Heather turned to look at Astrid, "if we're going to do this, it has to be a capture mission, not a kill mission: we bring him back to Berk." Heather agreed without argument. Astrid nodded, turning to the others; "Ok: let's mount up."

_A few hours later;_

Through a break in the fog; they could see Dagur's ships moving, almost directly underneath them. Heather smiled, "There he is!"

"Ok: let me guess," Tuffnut said, "You want to attack like the rogue dragon- rider that you are: a full- frontal assault!"

"No," Heather smiled at Astrid, "the element of surprise."

When the time came; Meatlug, Hookfang, and Barf-and-Belch dropped below the fog, their riders on their backs. They circled above Dagur's boats; well out of range of the Berserkers' weapons, and too far away for them to attack affectively; but it was enough to keep the Berserkers' attention fixed on them, and that was the point.

Astrid, Stormfly, Heather, and Windshear clung to the outside of the rear of Dagur's boat. Slowly, the two riders climbed to the rail, and peered over. When the coast was clear; they hopped onto the deck, and began to dispatch Dagur's men, one by one. Every time Dagur heard a noise, and turned around, Astrid and Heather hid behind the various crates and other supplies; that were piled on the deck.

Finally: they jumped Dagur; forced him to the deck, and tied his hands behind his back. Dagur rolled over, to get a look at them; "What, you two?"

"Surprise, Dagur!" Heather said, smirking.

"Two axes are better than one!" Astrid said, also grinning.

Dagur snorted, "And twelve ships, trumps two axes!"

A moment later, Stormfly and Windshear appeared on deck. The moment Dagur spotted them, his eyes widened. Then he sighed, "Huh, I should've seen that coming."  
>Before he could start bellowing orders to the rest of his men, Heather gagged him, than tied the gag in place with a length of rope.<p>

Heather's expression darkened, "Windshear; finish it!"

Astrid rounded on her, "No, Heather: you promised this would be a capture mission!"

"I changed my mind: Dagur didn't _capture_ my village!" Heather retorted; "Windshear."

Windshear's tail rose, in preparation to attack, but before she could, another voice said **"Windshear; Stop."** Immediately, Windshear lowered her tail.

A moment later, Toothless landed on the deck; his eyes already back to their usual color. Hiccup turned to Heather, "You can't kill him."

**Part Seven – A Difficult Truth**

"You told me that the Night- Fury Elders had already called for Dagur's death; what difference does it make if I kill him, now?" Heather demanded, as Hiccup moved to join them.

"You don't understand, Heather," Hiccup sighed, and pulled out the horn Heather had given him. "You told me that your father gave you this."

"Yes," Heather said, "and you told me that the marking on the side was your father's chief seal; all that about 'when a chief has a child, they'd receive gifts', and if given by a chief, they'd mark it with their seal…"

Hiccup nodded, "I asked my father about that… He said that, years ago, he gave this horn to the Chief of the Berserker Tribe, Oswald the Agreeable, as a gift for his newborn daughter! You were that newborn, Heather: 'Oswald the Agreeable', was your father… and, he was also _Dagur's_ father … Heather; Dagur's _your brother_ – you can't kill him!"

For a full ten seconds, nobody spoke. Then Heather said a single, dread- filled word, "_No_!" She met Hiccup's gaze, and she could tell that Hiccup was telling the truth.

An instant later, shouts filled the air; as well as several volleys of catapult fire. Astrid hurried to the rail, and glanced in the direction they were coming from; "It's the rest of Dagur's ships! We have to go, now!" As she spoke, Astrid hurried to clamber onto Stormfly's back, while Hiccup led a dazed Heather over to Windshear, and she, too, clambered onto their dragon's back. As she watched, Astrid felt a surge of pity for Heather.

As the others rose into the sky, Toothless shot his remaining six plasma- bolts through the decks of six of Dagur's ships; turning his twelve-ship 'armada', into a six-ship 'armada'.

_That evening, back at Dragon's Edge,_

When Astrid arrived at the landing platform, in front of the clubhouse, she saw Heather adjusting Windshear's saddle, and saddlebags. She sighed, and moved forward to join her, "I guess… you're leaving, again? ... I thought you said you were tired of being alone."

Heather sighed, and nodded, "I am."

"Than don't leave," Astrid said, imploringly. "It's safer here; you'll have support, and… I'm here."

Heather turned to face her, "I know; I just… have a lot I need to figure out." She turned back to finish adjusting Windshear's saddle. When she turned back, she saw that Astrid had retrieved her battle-axe, and was holding it out for her. Heather took the battle-axe, and nodded her thanks.

"Maybe I can help with that," another voice said, and they turned to see Hiccup moving towards them. "Look, Heather, I'm sorry I had to spring that on you like that, but…"

Heather shook her head, "Don't be; I needed to know, it's just… a lot to take in."

"I can see why," Hiccup said, nodding. "But there's something else I need to tell you, something that might make it a little easier…"

Heather hesitated, than nodded, "Ok… what is it?"

"When I asked my father about the horn; he also told me about a conversation he had with your father, the day my dad gave him the horn... Your father was called 'Oswald the Agreeable' because he sighed peace treaties; ended wars, and saved countless lives, in the process. It was the day our fathers signed the first peace treaty between the Berserkers, and Berk. After the signing was done, and they were alone, Stoick asked Oswald why he was doing it… Oswald said that he wanted to _make the Archipelagos_ _a safer place for his daughter to grow up in_." Hiccup nodded to Heather, "You were his inspiration, Heather; your birth led to his guiding the Berserkers, the Archipelagos, into twenty years of peace."

Hiccup let that comment stand, for a moment, "Your father and Dagur _never_ got along; when Dagur took over, he said he'd '_restore the Berserkers to their days of glory_'... Heather; I know you've got things you need to figure out, but there's something I want you to remember: your father did what he did for the sake of peace, in the Archipelagos; and we're working towards the same goal, now… Once you've found your answers," Hiccup extended a hand towards Heather; "my offer to join us stands."

Heather's posture seemed to relax; she even managed a small smile, "I will, Hiccup, thank you." She took Hiccup's offered hand, and the two shook hands.

"Oh: and before you go, Windshear; I've got something for you, something I should've given you days ago…" Windshear appeared surprised, but she extended her neck towards Hiccup. He held out a hand, and Windshear placed her forehead against it. Something passed between them, and then Hiccup stepped back. "Look after our friend, Heather; ok?"

Windshear blinked, and shook herself, slightly. Than, speaking so that all of them could understand her, said, **'I will; thank you, Peacemaker.'**

Heather blinked, than her smile widened, "I'm not sure what you just did, Hiccup, but yes; thank you. And I promise: we'll be back, as soon as I've figured things out; we'll be back. And if I happen to see you between now and then, I promise: I won't attack you." They thought they saw a gleam in Heather's eyes, than she turned; and climbed into Windshear's saddle, and the dragon took off.

The dragon's outline grew smaller; and smaller, and than it vanished from view.

Hiccup turned to Astrid, "Look, I know the two of you got pretty close… I'm sorry you're losing a friend."

Astrid smiled, "But I'm not, Hiccup; you heard her… She said they'd be back, and besides: I've still got you." Hiccup smiled, and put an arm around her; Astrid kissed him on a cheek. They glanced out, in the direction Heather and Windshear had gone, than they turned, and went inside the clubhouse.

_**To be continued… **_


	8. Chapter 8

**The Next Big Sting**

**Part One – Flight Suit**

_Dragon's Edge; at the top of a hill, some distance from their base, _

"Ok, Hiccup; you dragged us all the way up here… What's this thing you _had_ to show us?" Behind Astrid, the other riders followed, grumbling about the long walk.

"I know you're all wondering why I brought you here," Hiccup said, grinning, as he opened one of Toothless's saddlebags. "And the answer is: I wanted to show you my latest invention."

Astrid frowned, eying the mystery- object as she spoke, "And… what is that?"

Hiccup shook his head, his smile widening, "A flight- suit; an upgrade from my original riding outfit!"

"Hiccup; I don't think I need to remind you that we already have flying dragons..." Fishlegs gave Meatlug a pat on the head, "Why would we need flight- suits?"

"Well," Hiccup said, as he buckled on his new invention, "what if we were to get separated from our dragons mid-flight? We might need to solo-fly for a bit, until we can catch up with them." He turned to Astrid, "You know that 'secret project' I've been working on, the past few months? … This is it; I figured this would be a good place to test it out!"

"When this doesn't work, and it clearly will not," Snotlout said, moving forward as he spoke, "can I have Toothless?" Hiccup, Toothless, Astrid and Stormfly all glared at him, until he said, "What, I'm just asking!"

Astrid turned to Hiccup, "What, exactly, are you planning on doing here?"

Hiccup turned, "Jumping... Unless you can think of a better idea?"

"Hiccup; are you _sure_ about this?" The worry in Astrid's voice was clear.

Hiccup gave her one of his usual, confident, smiles; "There's a strong updraft here… The glider will catch the wind, and I should be good- to- go!" With that, he turned; took the last few steps towards the edge of the cliff, and leapt into open air!

Toothless turned to Astrid, **'He'll be fine, Astrid; the design's come a long way since he tested the first version… besides: if something does go wrong, I'll have more than enough time to catch up with him; that's the other reason why came this high up.'**

They hurried forward, and saw Hiccup; plummeting towards the lake, below them. Then he did… something; and a set of glider wings emerged, from his flight- suit, extending to either side! His fall slowed, and stabilized; his glider- wings caught the wind: Hiccup was flying!

They heard Hiccup whoop; "Oh, yeah: I'm flying!"

Toothless snorted, **'And what, exactly, were **_**we doing**_** before?' **Hiccup was too far away to hear, though.

Astrid managed a smile, "You know what he means, Toothless… Well; looks like Hiccup did it again!"

Snotlout shook his head, "I can't believe that that thing actually worked!"

By now, though, Hiccup was getting closer and closer to the mountains; that rose up on the far side of the lake. And, he seemed to be having some steering- trouble.

"TOOTHLESS!" Hiccup called. Immediately, the black dragon leapt into the air; and shot after Hiccup. A moment later, Toothless landed a short distance away from the lake; Hiccup back on his back.

When the other dragons set down, around them, and their riders dismounted, Hiccup smiled at them, and shrugged; "Ok, so there're still a few details I still need to work out, but that went fairly well!"

"Hiccup…" Astrid let her sentence drift off; not sure exactly what she intended to say.

Hiccup took in her expression, and seemed to understand; "I always take the necessary precautions during my test flights, Astrid; and it's better to do this when I can make adjustments, and not in actual life-or-death situations…"

Before he could finish his sentence, the other riders and dragons landed, around them. A split second later, another sound cut through the air.

"What was that?" Astrid asked; turning in the direction the call had come from.

"It sounded like a dragon in distress," Fishlegs commented.

"Uh, guys," Snotlout cut in, "something about that call, sounds strangely familiar: not good- familiar; bad- familiar!" He looked around, and frowned, "Uh… guys?"

"Snotlout, come on!" Hiccup called back; he and the others were already on their dragons, and rising into the air, to investigate the sound.

"Oh, you have got to be kidding me!" Snotlout sighed, shaking his head; then Hookfang rose into the air and followed after the others, his rider on his back.

**Part Two – Injured Speed- Stinger**

_A few minutes later,_

"The calls are coming from up ahead," Hiccup told Astrid and Stormfly, who flew nearest to him and Toothless. They heard the sound again; only this time, it seemed to come from behind them. Hiccup turned back, and his eyes widened, "A Speed- Stinger!"

"Speed- Stinger," Snotlout muttered. "Why did it have to be a Speed- Stinger?"

"It looks like a young- one," Hiccup continued, considering the dragon from a safe height. "But why would it be out during the day; Speed- Stingers are nocturnal dragons!"

"Aw, poor little guy… Let's head home," Snotlout suggested. "It's starting to get dark; besides, where there's one Speed- Stinger, there's usually _a whole pack of them_!" As was often the case, the others ignored this.

'**He must have been separated from his pack,'** Toothless said, and they could all hear the sympathy in his voice. **'We have to help him.'**

Hiccup placed a hand on Toothless's head, "Of course, we're going to help him."

As he spoke, the Speed- Stinger tried to take a step. The moment its other leg touched the ground; it let out a yelp, and collapsed.

"Hiccup; it's leg is badly injured, and Speed- Stingers can't fly," Fishlegs commented.

Hiccup nodded, "That's exactly why we can't leave it to predators; come on, Toothless!" Toothless let out a low warble, clearly agreement, and made to turn back.

"Is he seriously going back?" Snotlout asked, incredulously.

Astrid turned to him, pride evident in her voice, "Snotlout; meet Hiccup … Of course he's going back!" As she spoke, Stormfly turned and followed after Toothless.

Snotlout grumbled, but Hookfang turned to follow the others back to where the injured dragon lay.

_A few minutes later,_

The moment they drew near, the Speed- Stinger growled a warning. Hiccup held up both hands, to show they were empty, and growled something to the young dragon.

"What's he saying?" Astrid asked, curiously.

"I'll tell you what he's saying," Snotlout interjected. "He's saying '_he wants to sting me_'… they _all_ want to sting me, so why are we even here?"

The Speed- Stinger seemed to frown at Snotlout. Then he turned to Hiccup, and growled what the others took to be a question. Hiccup shrugged, and smiled, "Nah, he's always that way; but about what I was saying before…"

The Speed- Stinger growled something else, and Hiccup sighed in exasperation.

Snotlout looked like he was about to say more, but Astrid shot him a look. Then she turned back to Hiccup, and asked, "What is he _actually_ saying?"

Hiccup turned to her, "Well, first was the standard '_come any closer, and I'll sting you_'; than he asked if Snotlout … Uh, I think I'll leave that part out." He glanced at Snotlout; turned back to Astrid, and shrugged; Astrid barely held back a smile.

"The last thing he said," Hiccup continued, "was that his pack would be coming back for him; that they didn't go far… But we can't leave him like this; predators will pick him off before the sun goes down, and his pack can get here! I'm going to try to explain that to him."

He turned to the young Speed- Stinger, and continued to speak in the language of dragons; occasionally, Toothless would growl a comment; but Hiccup did most of the 'talking'.

_A few minutes later,_

After several minutes of discussion, Hiccup rose back to his full height. He turned to the others, and nodded; "Ok, that's settled: we'll bring him back to Dragon's Edge, nurse him back to health, than bring him back here."

Snotlout looked as though he was about to argue, but the Speed- Stinger glared at him, and trilled something. Hiccup turned away from Snotlout, quickly, as did their dragons; and Astrid saw Hiccup's jaw working furiously, as he struggled not to laugh at whatever the Speed- Stinger had said.

Hiccup took a few deep breaths, than pulled a few spare parts out of his satchel; two long strips of metal, some lengths of rope, and a few other items. He spent a few minutes growling to the Speed- Stinger, gesturing to the various items, as he explained their purpose in what he was about to do.

Finally, the Speed- Stinger nodded, allowing him to approach. Before he did, Hiccup turned to the others, "The rest of you keep your distance, for now; I think we all remember what these guys' stings can do to you."

"You don't have to remind me," Snotlout, the only rider who hadn't dismounted from his dragon's saddle. "I know _exactly_ what they can do!"

The Speed- Stinger brought its tail around, holding it up between him and Snotlout; and growled something, his eyes fixed on Snotlout. Hiccup sighed, "He says he's not surprised." He turned back to the Speed- Stinger, and held up his supplies, "Now, if you don't mind?"

The Speed- Stinger gave Hiccup a minute to work, than it surged to its feet. The other riders and dragons took a few steps back, as did Hiccup. The Speed- Stinger took a few cautious steps forward. It glanced down at the splint, than looked at Hiccup, thoughtfully.

Hiccup placed his left hand over the armored- glove covering his right hand. Immediately, the piece of armor unsealed itself; and he slid it free, holding it in his left hand.

Off to one side, Fishlegs began to get excited, "Oh, he's going to do the hand- thing; please tell me he's going to do the hand- thing!"

Resisting the urge to roll his eyes, Hiccup extended his right hand towards the young Speed- Stinger. Then, at the dragon's request, Hiccup lowered his gaze; some dragons were like that, wanting to see a little stronger of a sign of trust. From a young, injured, and alone dragon, such a gesture was only to be expected.

A moment later, the Speed- Stinger rested its snout against Hiccup's palm.

Hiccup smiled; and turned to the others, "Ok, everyone; I think we're good… Let's load him up, and get him back to Dragon's Edge!"

Astrid hesitated, "You know that the pack is going to do everything in their power to try to find it, don't you?"

Hiccup nodded, "Yup, and that's why we have to get him back on his feet, and back to this island, as soon as possible!"

They loaded the Speed- Stinger onto Toothless's back; as he was the only dragon who's armor would prevent any 'playful' stings from paralyzing him. The riders also clambered onto their dragon's backs, and they rose into the sky.

Unfortunately, before they could take off, two other Speed- Stingers glimpsed them, from behind the cover of the trees: '_We must tell Alpha_,' the first said, in the language of dragons.

'_Agreed_,' said the second. '_Alpha will not be pleased._'

A third voice spoke, a moment later. '_And why won't I be pleased? … Where is the youngling?'_

The two Speed- Stingers turned, bowed their heads to their Alpha, and gestured up to the departing dragons; in unison, they said '_They have him.'_

**Part Three – Whiplash, and The Alpha**

_A few hours later; back on Dragon's Edge,_

By the time they arrived back on Dragon's Edge, Hiccup and Toothless had given their new friend a name: 'Whiplash'; one that the young Speed- Stinger took to surprisingly quickly. He had not, at first, been pleased when 'asked' to go inside the cage that had been found for him. However, once Hiccup explained that it was only to keep him from overusing his leg muscle, while it healed, and that he'd be let out several times a day, to exercise it, the dragon calmed down, and stepped inside.

_Three days later, evening,_

The progress the Speed- Stinger had made, in only a few days, was incredible. In fact, as the sun was beginning to set, Fishlegs decided to try taking off the splint. "Nurse Meatlug; if you would do the honors?"

Meatlug nodded, and shot a narrow blast of fire at the splint, melting it into a puddle.

Whiplash took a few hesitant steps, than looked up at Fishlegs; and trilled something. Fishlegs couldn't understand, of course, but he nodded, "That's right: No more pain!"

Whiplash ran a few laps of Fishlegs's hut; than, when he saw the sun setting, through the window, he charged out the door, growling urgently. Meatlug frowned, and followed.

Fishlegs hurried after them, rushing when he saw the Speed- Stinger charging towards the small pool he'd made, in his 'meditation gardens'. A moment later, Fishlegs had stopped dead, frozen in disbelief: Whiplash was running in circles, across the surface of the water! A moment later, he charged back to join Fishlegs.

Fishlegs unfroze; a moment later, "How did you do that?"

Whiplash looked down at his clawed feet, flexing his claws, as he did. Fishlegs's eyes widened, "Webbing; of course: you can't fly, so you needed a way to island- hop… your pack evolved; adapted!" Then his eyes widened, as he and Meatlug understood Whiplash's warning. "Oh, Thor!"

_Five minutes later; in the clubhouse,_

Once Fishlegs finished his explanation, nobody spoke for a full thirty seconds. Then Hiccup said, "Ok: normally, I'd be thrilled about something like this; it's amazing, explosive: the first actual proof of dragon- evolution! – But, under the circumstances…"

An all- too- familiar call echoed across the island. Hiccup's eyes widened, and he finished, "I'd say we've got bigger problems."

Whiplash took a few steps forward, and trilled something. All the riders' eyes immediately turned to Hiccup, who translated, "He wants us to let him speak to them; to make them understand that we're not enemies…" He nodded to Whiplash, and turned to the others, "Lets go!"

_A quarter of an hour later,_

They set down in a wide; open clearing, a short distance from their outpost. Hiccup turned to Whiplash, and nodded; "Do your thing, Whiplash!"

Whiplash nodded, and called to his pack; seconds later, his calls were answered.

A few minutes later, shapes were flitting through the trees; moving around, so that they could come at them from all sides.

Then they saw the Alpha; moving to the front of his pack, from the direction they had first come from. Before Whiplash, Hiccup, or anyone else could speak, the Alpha roared; ordering a charge, and the members of his pack sped towards them!

Meatlug was stung, and she froze where she stood; the others had circles of Speed- Stingers swirling around them, ready to attack if any of the dragons tried to rise into the air…

"There're too many!" Hiccup called.

Snotlout looked around, and shook his head, "I can't believe I'm actually about to do this!" He picked up Whiplash, and charged off into the woods; the pack of Speed- Stingers was quick to follow them.

When Snotlout stopped, and let Whiplash down, the rest of the pack quickly gathered around them: moving in, ready to attack.

A split second later, four of the Speed- Stingers collapsed; though they were only half- frozen, by a young Speed- Stinger, whose venom had yet to reach its full potency.

A moment later, Whiplash stood before his Alpha. Speaking in the native language of the dragons; which only Hiccup, and dragons themselves, understood; the Alpha said, '_Explain this_.'

Whiplash responded: '_They helped me: I was alone, injured… they brought me here, helped me heal; they are Pack._'

The Alpha growled, '_They are __humans__, and they took you; they had no right… and __we__ are your pack, youngling._'

"What… what's happening?" Snotlout asked.

"Whiplash is torn between his pack; and the one that saved his life, ours! Now get out of there, Snotlout!" Hiccup and Toothless had taken advantage of Snotlout's distraction to get airborne; Astrid and Stormfly arrived, a few moments later.

By now; the Alpha had leapt from rocky shelf, to rocky shelf; until he reached the top of a rocky cliff, that rose high above the clearing where they fought.

Hiccup lowered his voice, and said, "Toothless, we need to take- down that Stinger- Chief!" Toothless gave a silent nod, and shot towards the Speed- Stinger in-question.  
>Once they'd halved the distance; the Speed- Stinger Alpha launched itself into the air, coming right towards them!<br>Hiccup's eyes widened, "Toothless; separate!" The moment the words were out of his mouth; Hiccup leapt up, out of Toothless's saddle, and activated the mechanism for his glider. The wings extended, and Hiccup hovered; a moment later, the Speed- Stinger Alpha shot right between them!

As he began to fall back towards the earth, the Speed- Stinger Alpha shouted, '_A FLYING HUMAN? NOT FAAIIRR-rrr_!" As he neared the ground, he turned his fall into a sort of roll; he landed, a little dazed, but unharmed.

By then, Hiccup and Toothless had landed, and Hiccup had begun to address the Speed- Stinger Alpha in his own native- tongue.

It took the Stinger- Chief a few seconds to realize what was happening, but the realization that he was addressing _The Peacemakers_ – figures of a legend 'even the' Speed- Stingers knew, he decided he was willing to listen to the rest of their explanation.

Once he'd finished; describing everything from why they'd 'taken' Whiplash, to what the name 'whiplash' meant; Hiccup defined it as 'a pain you'd get in your shoulders if you had to jerk your head to see a fast- moving something'. – This seemed to please the Alpha.

Then Hiccup called to Whiplash; and, when the dragon had joined them, Hiccup shared the basic structure of human- speech with the dragon; asking him to share it with the rest of his pack, when the opportunity arose.

Then, the Alpha called to his pack; they gathered, in preparation to leave. Before they did, Whiplash turned to the other riders and dragons, and said, **'Until next time, my friends; swift travels, and good hunting!'**

Then the Speed- Stingers surged forward; running over the waves, bound for home.

_**To be continued…**_


	9. Chapter 9

**Total Nightmare**

**Part One – "Beat The Dome"**

_Early afternoon; Dragon's Edge,_

Toothless plunged through the waterfall, emerging from the caverns hidden, beneath the pounding sheet of water; on the Night- Fury's back, sat Hiccup.

Smidvarg had told them about the cavern soon after their arrival on the island; and they had since made it part of one of their drills, a kind of timed obstacle course.

Toothless shot around the rocky outcropping, that rose on their left; and shot down, and into, a stand of trees; the next part of the course.

As Hiccup and Toothless rounded the next rocky hill; Astrid caught sight of them, through Hiccup's spyglass, from where she and the others waited. She turned to Ruff and Tuff, and called "Close the dome!"

"And so, the drama begins!" Ruffnut declared, gesturing with one hand as she spoke.

"One man, one dragon; against one rapidly closing dome!" Tuff agreed, as he and his sister pulled the lever that stood next to them. Once they had, a counterweight shifted, and the massive man-made dome, that rose up, a short distance from where they stood; began to close. The objective of the drill was simple: the rider and dragon needed to complete the course, which ended in a second cavern, below the dome; get up through the gap in the cavern roof, opening into the dome; and get out, before the doors closed.

From his vantage point, Hiccup watched as the dome began to close, "It's going to be close!"

Toothless snorted; but didn't speak, keeping his attention on the sky ahead. He rounded their last few turns, and sped towards the opening of the second cavern. They stopped, just short of the caverns' far wall; and shot upward, towards the inside of the dome.

The others, meanwhile, had their eyes glued to the dome, as it continued to close. Astrid looked eager; Fishlegs excited. A moment later, Snotlout shook his head, "Nah; there's no way he's making that!"

A split second after he'd spoken, Toothless shot into the dome, and out of the doors; mere seconds before they closed.

Astrid let out an elated "Ha-hah!" and Snotlout an incredulous "_What_!"

Hiccup smiled, "Good job, bud!"

Toothless warbled, pleased, and said, **'I'd still like to cut off a couple more seconds, but yeah; not bad!' **A moment later, he set down a short distance from where the others stood.

Fishlegs clapped, and Astrid smiled and nodded at them. Snotlout shrugged, and said, "All right; we're up!" As he spoke, Hookfang got to his feet, and moved to join him.

Fishlegs took a few steps forward. "Come on, Snotlout; nobody's been able to 'beat the dome' except Hiccup!" Toothless cleared his throat. "_And_ Toothless … Hiccup _and Toothless_," Fishlegs amended.

"Nobody, till now!" Snotlout boasted.

"Guys, this was supposed to be a drill; do you have to turn it into a game?" Hiccup asked, resisting the urge to roll his eyes at Snotlout.

Astrid smiled, "Don't we always?"

Hiccup considered this, and nodded, "Fair point."

"It was once a drill; than it became a game!" Tuffnut declared, "Now it is theater!"

"Let the drama unfold!" Ruffnut continued, gesturing dramatically as she spoke, even as her brother had.

"Whatever it is, it's my turn!" Snotlout clambered onto Hookfang's back, and settled into the saddle. Once he was in place, Hookfang rose into the air, and towards the starting point.

"I'll wager he loses an eye!" Tuffnut announced.

"Ah-ha; to the contrary!" Ruffnut declared, "I predict 'Act One; Scene One' will conclude with the loss, of a gallbladder!"

"Or perhaps a leg?" Tuffnut turned to Hiccup, "What say you, my young Hiccup?"

Hiccup turned to Astrid; gestured subtly at the twins; and in a low voice, said, "Tell me this doesn't remind you of that Eel- Pox outbreak, on Berk, a few years ago!"

Astrid shuddered, and in an equally low voice, said, "If they start coughing and sneezing, I swear: you, me, and our dragons; will be going straight to Berk for the ingredient list, and antidote recipe." She raised an eyebrow at him, "And we'll _both_ be getting the ingredients; _all_ of them." Hiccup merely smiled, and nodded.

**Part Two – Strange Behavior **

About ten minutes after Snotlout and Hookfang left; they came back into view, emerging from the section of forest that was the first part of the course.

Ruffnut, who'd been using one of Hiccup's spyglasses to keep watch, turned to her brother; "He hath emerged from the forest!"

"And what of his gallbladder?" Tuffnut, who stood by the lever, ready to start the dome; asked.

Tuffnut turned to him, "Impossible to say!"

"The tension continues to build!" As he spoke, Tuffnut used his weight to push the lever; the doors of the dome began to close. Then he lost his balance, and fell to the ground.

In the distance, Hookfang and Snotlout were making their way through their final turns, before angling towards the entrance of the second cavern. Even as they watched, it became clear that they weren't going to make it in time.

"And time runs out for our plucky little anti-hero!" Tuff announced.

"I love a ticking sundial, don't you?" Ruff chimed in.

"Indeed!" Tuff agreed.

Hiccup and Astrid exchanged exasperated looks; than Hiccup sighed, "Guys, please."

A minute later, they heard Snotlout call "Hookfang; beat the dome!" Snotlout had just enough time to add a triumphant "AHA!" before the doors of the dome closed. A few seconds later; those gathered outside heard something collide with the inner wall of the dome.

Ruff and Tuff exchanged a look, and pushed the lever back into its starting position; causing the doors of the dome to slide into the open position.

They found Snotlout laying flat on his back, and no sign of Hookfang. Hiccup was the first one in, "Snotlout; are you 'ok'?"

Snotlout groaned, and got to his feet, "Define 'ok'."

Than Hiccup asked the question that was on everyone's mind: "Where's Hookfang?"

Snotlout snorted, "That's what I'd like to know; I've got some words for that dragon!" He stalked off, grumbling. The other riders exchanged a look, than went about their business; Snotlout hadn't asked for help, which 'probably' meant he didn't want it.

_Some time later;_

"_HOOKFANG; WHERE ARE YOU_?" Snotlout called, as he made his way through the forest, on foot. He'd started his search around the place where they'd heard that sound; during their 'beat the dome' run, when Hookfang had started to act strangely.

From there, he'd set out in the direction that the sound had come from.

Finally, he reached a clearing; near the base of a rocky cliff, which rose high above them. At the far end of the clearing, where the cliff rose up from the ground stood Hookfang; facing in the opposite direction, occasionally flexing his tail, and uttering low growls.

"Finally; there you are!" Snotlout grinned, and began to make his way forward. At the sound of his voice, Hookfang whirled around: growling, and setting himself on fire. Snotlout stopped, "Hey; what's with the attitude? I'm supposed to be mad, here!"

Hookfang's eyes widened; he allowed his flames to die down, and Snotlout continued across the clearing. "You ok, Hooky?" The Monstrous Nightmare lowered his head, though he didn't speak. Snotlout clambered onto his back, "You've got to be starving… Come on; lets get you back to Dragon's Edge."

Hookfang appeared almost reluctant; pausing to turn in the direction he'd been facing, and growl something, than he rose into the air, angling towards Dragon's Edge.

**Part Three – An Unexpected Discovery**

_That evening,_

When the usual basketful of fish was upended on the floor of the clubhouse, Toothless, Stormfly, Meatlug, and Barf-and-Belch gathered around, and dug- in; each dragon calmly selecting a fish, gulping it down, and continuing as such.

Hookfang made no attempt to join them; when Snotlout approached, offering him a mackerel, the dragon didn't even glance down. When Snotlout tossed it up to him, and the fish landed on Hookfang's snout, the Monstrous Nightmare flung it back in his face.

Snotlout's third attempt to get Hookfang to eat resulted in him getting flung backward ten feet, where he landed at the feet of the other riders. A moment later, the mackerel hit him in the face.

Snotlout turned to look at them, "Everybody saw that, right?"

"Yes; we did, my friend!" Tuff confirmed, "And it was delightful!"

"Good sir; can you reenact it for us?" Ruff asked.

Snotlout scowled, "No, I'm talking about Hookfang; He's acting weird!"

"How's that?" Fishlegs asked, taking a few steps forward as he spoke.

"Well: he didn't listen to me during the race; he ran away; he just spit fish in my face, and he threw me against the wall!" Snotlout said.

"And this is weird, how?" Astrid asked; arms crossed, and a look of amusement on her face.

Hiccup nodded, "You have to admit, Snotlout; that does kind of sum up your relationship with Hookfang."

Snotlout scowled, snatched up the discarded mackerel, and tossed it at Hookfang. Hookfang glanced down, saw the fish, and used his tail to flick it away. Then he spread his wings, rose into the air; and began ramming his head, repeatedly, into one of the clubhouse support beams.

"Ok, Hookfang, stop that… it's not going to solve anything," Hiccup said, moving forward as he spoke. Hookfang hesitated, than dropped back to the floor. Hiccup nodded, "Ok, now talk to me… What's this about?"

Hookfang growled, shook his head; and turned back to the wall he'd been staring at.

Hiccup walked back to where Snotlout was standing; before he could speak, Snotlout said, "If you're coming over here to tell me I'm crazy, save it."

"You're right, Snotlout; no one knows your dragon like you do," Snotlout looked like he was about to speak, but Hiccup held up a finger. "If you really think something's wrong, lock him in his pen for the night; just to make sure he won't hurt himself… We'll see how he's doing in the morning, and go from there."

Snotlout nodded, his eyes on Hookfang, "Yeah… yeah, I think I'll do that."

Hiccup nodded, "Make sure you leave some food in his pen; maybe Hookfang's just feeling a 'little off' today, and doesn't feel like eating… You remember how he acted when he got that toothache, a few years ago?"

Snotlout seemed to relax a little; on hearing this, and got to work preparing Hookfang's pen for the night. The other riders soon clambered onto their dragon's backs, and parted ways, each bound for their respective parts of the outpost.

_The following morning,_

Hiccup, Astrid, and the other riders and their dragons, were gathered in an open field, near the center of the outpost; the same field where Astrid had gathered the Gronkles of Dark Deep, during their brief stay at Dragon's Edge.

"Hookfang's gone; he broke out of his pen, last night!" The other riders turned in the direction the voice had come from, and saw Snotlout rushing towards them.

Hiccup frowned, "This may be more serious than we thought…"

"Great: I accept your offer to help in the search." Without prompting, he walked over to Toothless, and climbed onto the Night- Fury's back. "Come on, Toothless: Up, bud; Fly, bud… Do _something_, 'bud'!"

"Ok, ok; calm down, Snotlout: we'll help you look for Hookfang," Hiccup promised, seeing the growing irritation in Toothless's expression.

"Oh, yes you will; it was your idea to leave him alone in his pen in the first place!" Snotlout retorted.

Toothless growled, and turned to glare at Snotlout. Before he could speak; Hiccup climbed into his saddle, "Easy there, bud; the sooner we find Hookfang, the sooner we'll get Snotlout off your back."

A few minutes after taking off, they heard a roar, coming from off to their left. Snotlout frowned, "That sound… we heard it right before Hookfang weirded-out!"

"Well, it sounds like a Monstrous- Nightmare!" Astrid commented.

Without prompting, the dragons turned in the direction of the sound. A few minutes later, they set down in a clearing; near the base of a rocky cliff, which rose high above them. Hookfang stood on the far side of clearing, right where he'd been before.

Snotlout took one look around, and said, "This place again? This is where I found him last time!"

Hookfang glared at them, spread his wings, and roared. A moment later, a second Monstrous- Nightmare; this one purple, with splashes of color on its wings; emerged from the cave Hookfang had been standing in front of.

Astrid was first to spot it; and pointed it out to the others, "Look; it's another Monstrous- Nightmare!"

Hiccup's eyes widened, "That's not just another Monstrous- Nightmare; it's a _female_ Monstrous- Nightmare!" Even as he spoke, Hookfang turned to face the female: both flexing their tails, and extending their long necks.

Hiccup and the other riders dismounted, and made their way forward, making sure not to get 'too close'.

Snotlout chuckled, "Now it all makes sense: my dragon's got a way with the ladies… Must've picked up a few pointers from his master!"

Astrid rolled her eyes, "I doubt it; she's not dry- heaving."

Snotlout waved a hand, casually dismissing Astrid's remark, and made his way towards Hookfang. "Ok, Hookfang: time's up; let's go!"

"Uh, Snotlout, you might want to tread lightly; he's looking a wee bit… '_Territorial'_," Hiccup cautioned.

"Yeah, sure, thanks for the advice; Hiccup, but like you said: 'nobody knows my dragon like I do'," Snotlout said, ignoring Hiccup's warning. There was a flash of light; the riders covered their eyes, than Snotlout was stumbling back towards them; covered in ash. "Yeah; he's a little busy right now." Then Snotlout fell flat on his face.

**Part Four – 'Returning to The Wild?'**

_Back at Dragon's Edge,_

"Snotlout; it's not that bad, it could've been a lot worse!" Astrid said, encouragingly.

"I fear not, fair maiden," Tuffnut said. "Hookfang clearly made a decisive choice; in that moment, and thus acted upon it!"

"Kid all you want, but I know that dragon," Snotlout insisted. "I know what's in his heart, and I know what's in his head … He'll come back to me; he always does!"

"Well…" Fishlegs sounded hesitant.

"What; are you going to tell me he's never coming back?" Snotlout asked.

Fishlegs hesitated, "Well… Hookfang wouldn't follow his training; he wouldn't eat; he ran away twice, he picked another dragon over you…" He gestured towards Snotlout.

"Don't forget the fire- thing," Tuffnut interjected.

"Right," Fishlegs continued. "He pushed you away; all of the symptoms are there…"

"Symptoms of what?" Snotlout asked.

"I think Hookfang's going feral," Fishlegs admitted. "Meeting this female Monstrous- Nightmare could've reawakened his primal instincts; he may be returning to the wild."

For a moment, nobody spoke, as everyone considered the possible implications.

''**Returning to the wild'!'** Toothless snorted. **'Think about what you're saying, Fishlegs; you're supposed to be one of the smart ones!'**

Stormfly moved forward, and brushed her snout against Astrid's cheek. **'There is nothing in the wild that we wouldn't find on Berk; and a great many things on Berk, that we wouldn't find in the wild,' **She met Astrid's gaze, **'You, for one… Besides: what dragon, that I at least, would want anything to do with, would not be every bit as welcome on Berk as we are?'**

Meatlug licked Fishlegs's face. **'We could fly away at any time, yet we have not; why would we leave? … Where would we go?'**

Toothless turned to Snotlout, **'Hiccup tried to warn you that Hookfang looked 'territorial', you ignored him; than Hookfang warned you, albeit in a more 'direct' manner … Return to the clearing **_**tomorrow**_**, after Hookfang calms down; and wait till he comes to you. You should've learned that, the day you formed your connection: If in doubt, let the dragon come to you; **_**always**_** let the dragon **_**come to you**_**.' **

_The following morning, Snotlout;_

Snotlout waited until well after the sun had risen, then he set off in the direction of the cave where they'd last seen Hookfang and 'she-Hookfang'. Aware that he might be there a while, he brought a pack with a loaf of bread, a few salmon, and a few extra salmon – just in case.

When he arrived at the edge of the clearing, his eyes widened: Hookfang lay, stretched out, on the ground, looking as though he'd just been attacked! A moment later, the female Monstrous- Nightmare emerged from the cave.

Snotlout's eyes narrowed, and he drew the sword he'd brought with him; not with the intention of using it, so much as the habit of always having a weapon on him. "What did you do to him?" he demanded, "I knew you were bad- news!"

The female Monstrous- Nightmare flared her wings and snarled at him; but before she could attack, Hookfang raised his head into the air and roared. The female growled something to Hookfang, to which he replied.

The female hesitated for a moment, then moved a little to one side; giving Snotlout a clear view into the cave. His eyes widened, "Eggs… What is going on here?"

Hookfang nodded. **'It was a distress call we heard, yesterday, Snotlout; I've been helping her protect her eggs from,'** another roar sounded, from somewhere above them, and Hookfang growled. **'From **_**him**_**.'**

Snotlout looked up, and his eyes widened; a moment later, the new- arrival landed in front of them. It was large, larger than Hookfang, or the female Monstrous- Nightmare. Snotlout's jaw dropped, "A Titan- Wing Monstrous- Nightmare; come on! Could this day get any worse?" The Titan- Wing roared again, and Snotlout took a step back, "Wow; I would stay away from that guy!"

'**That's exactly why I didn't want to get you involved in this,' **Hookfang told Snotlout, as he struggled to his feet. Then he charged the Titan- Wing Monstrous- Nightmare!

"Hookfang, what are you doing?" Even as Snotlout watched, Snotlout and the Titan- Wing locked horns; than, with a single swing of his head, the Titan- Wing sent Hookfang flying.

Snotlout leveled his sword at the Titan- Wing, "I have no idea why I'm doing this, but if you want Hookfang's girlfriend, you'll have to go through…"

The Titan- Wing charged, but before he could reach Snotlout, or the female who was now standing beside him; a blue plasma- bolt slammed into the Titan- Wing, and the enemy dragon staggered backwards. Than Ruff and Tuff shot past, on their Zippleback: one head breathing its gas cloud, than the other head ignited it.

The Titan- Wing rose into the air; beating its wings to clear the smoke. Once it saw what it was now up against; it let out a final, outraged roar, than it rose into the sky. A moment later, it vanished from view.

**Part Five – Battle For Dominance**

Snotlout watched as the other dragons landed. Then, once he'd found his voice, he said, "What are you guys doing here? – Not that I'm complaining."

Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "We saw a _Titan- Wing Monstrous- Nightmare_ plunging out of the sky; that 'kind of' raised a few red- flags."

Astrid nodded in agreement, "You want to tell us what's going on, here?"

"It looks like two male dragons fighting over a female," Fishlegs commented.

"Yeah," Ruffnut interjected, "I've heard _male- Vikings_ do it too; but I, personally, have never seen it."

"The Titan- Wing must've also heard the female's mating- call, and been drawn to it!" Fishlegs concluded.

"Aha: a love- triangle!" Tuffnut announced.

"Wrong: 'girl- Hookfang' has three eggs in that cave; Hookfang," Snotlout gestured to his Monstrous- Nightmare, "has been helping her protect them, from giant- jerk dragon!"

"So it wasn't a mating call Hookfang was answering; it was a distress call!" Hiccup realized.

"Well, we taught him a lesson," Astrid said, as she joined them. "He won't be back!"

Fishlegs sighed, "Actually, he will: they're probably the eggs of a rival; Titan- Wings won't give up, until they're destroyed…"

As he spoke, Hookfang landed next to Snotlout; then he and 'girl- Hookfang' rested their snouts on Snotlout's outstretched hands.

"You know, it all makes sense now: Hookfang's been trying to establish dominance over the Titan- Wing, so it'll go away and leave the eggs alone!"

Snotlout, who'd actually turned to listen to what Fishlegs was saying, turned back to Hookfang, "Ha-ha; I'm proud of you, buddy!" He patted the female on the base of her jaw, "Girl- Hookfang just became an honorary- Jorgenson!"

Astrid shook her head, and muttered "Oh, boy."

'**What's a "Jorgenson"?'** 'Girl- Hookfang' asked. Snotlout let out a startled yelp, stumbled backwards, tripped, and fell on his butt.

Hookfang and 'Girl- Hookfang' chuckled, as did the other dragons. Than Hookfang turned to the female, **'I told you that'd be hilarious… you should see him after he's been stung by a Speed- Stinger!'** That got another round of chuckles, from humans and dragons both; with the sole exception of Snotlout, who scowled.

A moment later, Fishlegs's eyes widened, "Uh, Hiccup…"

Hiccup turned, "Yeah?"

Fishlegs fidgeted, "You remember what I said about the Titan- Wing Monstrous- Nightmare coming back?" Hiccup nodded; and Fishlegs pointed at the sky, above and behind Hiccup and the others.

They turned, and their eyes widened: Sure enough, the Titan- Wing was coming in for another pass! When it was directly overhead, it roared down at them; Hookfang and 'Girl- Hookfang' answered with roars of their own.

"Hookfang can't take on that Titan- Wing alone," Hiccup said.

"He won't be alone!" Snotlout said, clambering into Hookfang's saddle, as he spoke.

"Neither will you." Astrid told them, from where stood; at Hiccup's side.

"We've got to do this ourselves," Snotlout said, firmly. "You heard Fishlegs; that Titan- Wing will only stop if it's dominated by Hookfang."

Hiccup turned to Astrid, "He's right."

Astrid's eyes widened, "But Hiccup; look at that thing! It's…"

Hiccup nodded, "I know: gigantic, scary, angry…"

"Bloodthirsty!" Tuff interjected.

Hiccup shot Tuff a look, than nodded to Snotlout and Hookfang, "Go get him, Snotlout; you guys can do this!"

Snotlout turned to Hiccup, "Whatever happens to us, promise me you'll protect those eggs."

"We will," Hiccup said, nodding.

Then Hookfang took off, launching himself into the sky. The moment they were gone, Astrid shook her head; "He's crazy!"

Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "He's _Snotlout_!"

"True," Astrid admitted.

As they watched, Hookfang drew steadily nearer to the Titan- Wing Monstrous- Nightmare; it launched a fire blast at him, but he dodged with ease. Hookfang launched a fire blast of his own, and it caught the Titan- Wing in the chest.

This continued for several minutes; the Titan- Wing launching blasts of fire, Hookfang evading them, and countering with his own fire blasts… Hookfang was smaller than the Titan- Wing, but he was more maneuverable.

Then Snotlout got an idea: shouting, so that they'd hear him on the ground, he shouted, "Ok, Hookfang; it's time to play 'beat the dome'!"

"'Beat the dome'… that's his big idea?" Astrid asked, incredulously.

Fishlegs's eyes widened, "But Snotlout's never beaten the dome!"

Hiccup smiled, "No, he hasn't; but he doesn't need to: if they can lure the Titan- Wing into a more confined space, they can use its size against it… I can't believe I'm saying this, but I'm impressed!" He turned to the others, "Ok… Astrid, Tuff, Ruff; you're with me! Fishlegs; you and Girl- Hookfang stay here, and defend the eggs!"

Fishlegs nodded, while Astrid, Ruff and Tuff hurried to mount their dragons.

A few minutes later, Toothless, Stormfly, and Barf-and-Belch landed; a short distance from the dome. Hiccup and Astrid moved to a clear vantage point, Stormfly and Toothless close behind them; Ruff and Tuff, meanwhile, manned the lever that would start the dome.

When Snotlout and Hookfang were in position, Hiccup shouted "Start the dome; now!" The Twins immediately threw their weight against the lever, and the dome began to close. They caught the briefest glimpse of Hookfang and Snotlout appearing, inside The Dome; than the doors closed.

The next few minutes were… 'Unnerving', to say the least: thin jets of fire shot from between the gaps in the layers of material that formed the outer dorm; and angry roars echoed from inside. Then, at last, silence fell; inside The Dome, and Hiccup told Ruff and Tuff to pull the lever into the open position.

The first thing they saw was the Titan- Wing Monstrous- Nightmare; it raised its head off of the floor, and roared. Hiccup's and Astrid's eyes widened, but apparently the roar had been its last act of defiance; the Titan- Wing's head dropped to the floor, and he lay still.

The doors of The Dome opened the rest of the way; revealing Hookfang, standing over the Titan- Wing Monstrous- Nightmare. On his back, sat Snotlout; "HAH; that's what I call domination: BOOM!"

The Titan- Wing slowly rose to its feet; it turned to face Hookfang, then it dropped its gaze. It opened its wings, and rose into the sky: flying away, over the ocean, growing smaller and smaller. Until, at last, it vanished from view; the Titan- Wing was gone.

_Ten minutes later;_

When they returned to the cave, Fishlegs hurried out to meet them, "Guys, look; they've hatched!"

The riders hurried inside, and there they were: three Monstrous- Nightmare hatchlings. Mere minutes later, Ruff and Tuff were struggling to hold back tears.

Hiccup frowned, "Uh… what's wrong, with you two?"

"No-Nothing," Ruffnut said.

"You… you just don't see enough happy endings, these days!" Tuffnut said.

Astrid smiled, and put an arm around Hiccup, "You've got to admit: they are pretty cute."

Hiccup grinned, and slid an arm around Astrid, "Yes, they are; soon they'll be adventurous, and than powerful dragons." The last part of this he directed at 'Girl- Hookfang', who nodded approvingly.

_**The End.**_

**(Until the next season comes out, or you skip to "Vikings of Berk: The Alpha Dragons.)**


	10. Chapter 10

**Astrid's Team**

**Part One – Ill Tidings**

_Evening, in the skies above Dragon's Edge_;

Hiccup, Toothless, Astrid, and Stormfly had just completed their last patrol run for the evening, and were on their way back to the base.  
>"Well, very good patrol, Astrid; The Edge is secure." As he spoke, he turned to look at Astrid, his girlfriend of almost three years. He noticed her expression, and frowned, "Oh-oh… I know that look."<p>

"Hiccup; where are all the Night Terrors… Aren't they supposed to be on watch?" Astrid asked, gesturing below them as she spoke. "They're our last line of defense!"

Hiccup glanced down at the Night Terrors' perches, and his eyes narrowed. "TUFFNUT!"

_Five minutes later,_

It took only a few minutes to find The Twins, and the Night Terrors. Fishlegs, Meatlug, Snotlout, and Hookfang were already there. Toothless and Stormfly landed, a short distance away. Hiccup and Astrid slid down from their dragons' backs, and the four of them made their way forward.

"Uh… What are you two doing?" Hiccup asked, gesturing at Ruff, Tuff, and a single Terrible Terror. The rest of the colony had already flown off; grumbling about the Twins' '_training_', as they made their way back to their lookout perches.

"What does it look like we're doing?" Ruffnut asked, turning to face the new arrivals. "We're dragon- training, of course."

"You would think that you, of all people, would recognize it." Tuffnut picked up the Night Terror, and came forward to join them. "Prepare to be amazed, my friends!" He set the dragon down, and said, "Shake!"

Immediately, the dragon flipped onto its back and began thrashing around. Hiccup and Astrid exchanged a look, and rolled their eyes.  
>Before either of them could comment on this, a Terrible- Terror messenger shot into the arena, flying straight at Fishlegs. He removed the scroll from the Terrible Terror's leg, and scanned the message. "Fishlegs; what is it?" Hiccup asked, as he and the others gathered around Fishlegs.<p>

"It's Berk," Fishlegs said. "And it's not good…"

**Part Two – Picking Up The Pieces**

_The following morning; on Berk,_

They saw the smoke and fires from several miles out. As they drew closer, Chief Stoick and Skullcrusher rose up to meet them. "Son; I'm glad you're here!"

"Who did this?" Hiccup demanded, as he took in the scene below them. "Was it Dagur?"

Stoick nodded, "We sent word to the Night- Furies as soon as we could, but they were long- gone by then. We've only just gotten the last of the fires under control… It was a hit-and-run; catapults, volleys of fire- arrows, mostly… hit a few buildings.

He turned to Astrid. "Astrid; one of them was your parents' house! You should probably…"

Astrid and Stormfly were gone before he could finish the sentence; Hiccup paused long enough to ask one last question, then he and Toothless shot after them.

The instant Stormfly's claws touched the ground; Astrid dismounted and hurried forwards. She came to a stop, a moment later; staring, in disbelief, at the ruins of what had once been her home.

Toothless landed next to Stormfly; Hiccup dismounted, and hurried to her side. "Astrid; I asked my dad: your parents were out at the yak- races … they're fine."

Astrid took a deep breath, and turned to face him. "If they had been home, Hiccup…"

Hiccup put a hand on her shoulder; and, his voice soft, he said, "I know, but they weren't. It'll be all right, Astrid; I promise… we'll get your house rebuilt, good as new." He pulled her into a hug, and then stepped back. "Come on… Lets go find your parents."

_Four minutes later,_

Hiccup and Astrid found Astrid's parents in the village square, along with a crowd of other villagers. The moment they saw their daughter, Mr. and Mrs. Hofferson rushed to join them. Astrid hugged first her mother, and then her father.  
>Then Hiccup moved forward, "I'm glad you're both 'ok'."<p>

Mrs. Hofferson nodded, "We are, and that's what matters. We can rebuild; it'll take some time, but…" She sighed.

Hiccup frowned, "What is it?"

"You remember the heirloom- box you made for us, a few years back, during one of the mornings you were helping in the forges?" Hiccup nodded, and Mrs. Hofferson continued, "Well: I've been using it to store some family- treasures; a set of goblets that have been in our family for six generations, some jewelry that belonged to my mother, and a few other keepsakes, including a toy I'd made for Astrid, when she was a little girl … I wanted to pass them on to you, Astrid, but the fire will have gotten to them." She sighed again, "Some things can't be replaced."

"_Some_ might not _need_ to be replaced." All three Hoffersons turned to look at Hiccup. "Well: I knew it was going to be an _heirloom_ box, so... I added a little extra protection." For almost a full minute, none of them spoke.

Finally, Astrid said, "Hiccup… are you saying what I think you're saying?" Hiccup turned to her, raised an eyebrow, and didn't say a word.

Astrid shook her head, and managed a small smile, "I should've known… What did you do?"

"That box is made up of _three layers_: the inner and outer are wood; but the _middle_ is metal, about half as thick as the wood. The lid also has a metal layer, and the corners of the metal layer overlap. So, unless the box took a direct hit," he turned back to Mrs. Hofferson, "the second and third layers, at least, should've made it through." Hiccup glanced around, and then turned back to Astrid. "Look: Take as much time as you need, and let me know if there's anything I can do."

Astrid gave Hiccup a hug, and kissed him on a cheek. "If there's anything _else_ you can do, you mean… Thanks, Hiccup."

Stoick arrived in the square, and the assembled villagers began to gather around him. "Alright, now that the fires are out: Sven, you start the wall- repairs; Bucket, you're in-charge of roofs."

Sven and Bucket nodded, and the villagers began to split into work groups. Before any of them could take more than a few steps, however, Hiccup stepped forward.

"Snotlout, Ruff, Tuff; you ferry whatever supplies they need. Fishlegs; you and Meatlug will do the heavy lifting." The crowd grew still, watching as Hiccup gave his instructions. "Toothless and I will join up with the Night- Fury scouts, and try to track down Dagur."

As he spoke, a low ripple of murmurs moved through the crowd; and the pride on Chief Stoick's face was obvious to anyone who looked at him.

Stoick came to stand next to his son, "It was a strange attack, son: A single ship; it fired a few salvos, than just… turned tail, and ran."

Hiccup frowned, "That's not Dagur's style… why attack at all?" As he spoke, he slid his black, Night- Fury helmet onto his head, though he left the faceplate up. "He's broken the Three- Strikes Edict, he knows it… Why would he take the risk?"

Stoick, too, frowned. "Good questions."

Hiccup pulled himself into the saddle on Toothless's back, and turned back to his father. "Tell you what: I'll ask Dagur, when I find him."

"He was headed due north; that's your best bet!" Stoick informed them.

Hiccup nodded, and slid the faceplate of his helmet down; Toothless spread his wings. Those nearest to them backed away, to give the Night- Fury room to take off. The black- dragon shot skywards, became a spec on the horizon, and vanished from view.

Mr. Hofferson shook his head, and turned to his daughter. "You do our family proud, Astrid; you've found yourself a fine young man." Astrid smiled, her face reddening, and she averted her gaze.

Together, they three Hoffersons picked their way through the crowd; making their way towards what had once been their home.

**Part Three – Astrid's Choice**

_Early evening, Berk Dragon Academy,_

The sun was nearing the horizon when Hiccup and Toothless returned to the Dragon Academy. When they arrived, they found Fishlegs, Meatlug, Snotlout, Hookfang, The Twins, and their Zippleback, waiting for them.

A moment later, Stormfly swooped into the arena. Astrid dismounted, and came to join Hiccup.

"Astrid … How's your family?" Hiccup asked, when they met, near the middle of the arena.

"They're okay… except our house, the house I grew up in, is… you know … gone." Astrid sighed, "I know we'll rebuild, but…"

"It won't be the same, I know." Hiccup finished, putting a hand on her shoulder as he spoke. "Did you find the heirloom- box?"

"We did, Hiccup; we… we found it!" Astrid eyes glittered. She was speaking softly, and her voice shook. "The outer layer is gone, and the metal was charred, but… but everything in it, it survived the fire!" She kissed him, on the lips, and then threw her arms him. She remained there for several heartbeats, then stepped back.  
>"That toy my mom mentioned? It was a sackcloth doll … I'd forgotten all about it, until my mom pulled 'her' out; remind me to show you." She wiped her eyes, "Thank you, Hiccup; I can't <em>begin<em> to tell you what this means to me."

A loud snore jolted them back to their surroundings; it was Snotlout, who had dozed off. Both Astrid and Hiccup glared at him then turned their attention to the others in the arena.

"You mind if _I_ wake him up?" Astrid asked, a trace of coolness in her tone, as she regarded the sleeping Snotlout.

"Please and thank you," Hiccup said, nodding to Astrid, a trace of exasperation in his voice. Thirty seconds later, Astrid had grabbed Snotlout by an arm, and sent him flying into the nearest wall. Snotlout woke up as he hit the wall, and dropped to the arena floor, groaning.

The Riders gathered around, and Hiccup began to speak. "Listen up, everyone: Dagur was last seen fleeing heading due north. By my calculations, he could be heading out of the Archipelago. So: we're going back to Dragon's Edge first thing tomorrow. We'll use that as our base to search for them. For now: head back to your homes, get a good nights' rest."

The others began to head for their dragons; and, once they were settled into the saddles, they rose into the sky, returning to the village. Hiccup made his way towards Astrid, who was extricating her sleeping- roll from the supply bags on the Deadly- Nadder's back.

"Astrid; where are you guys staying tonight?"

"I figured Stormfly and I would just bed down here," Astrid said, nodding at the stone floor of the arena. Stormfly nodded, but said nothing.

Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "Well… that's a coincidence: I'm sleeping here too." Toothless warbled an affirmative.

Astrid turned to look at him, "But… why? You have a warm bed, and a house."

Hiccup nodded, "Well, yeah… but the way my dad snores, Toothless and I wouldn't get a wink." He crossed the remaining distance, and put his right hand on Astrid's left shoulder, "And I want to be here, if you want to talk: you know moral support. Besides: There is no way in Valhalla that I'm spending the night with a roof over my head while my girlfriend sleeps on a stone floor, on the outskirts of the village."

Astrid smiled, and nodded. "Thanks, again, Hiccup." She turned her attention back to arranging her sleeping role. Hiccup walked over to Toothless, extricated his own sleeping role, and began to do likewise; on the opposite site of where they would set their fire.

_An hour after midnight,_

Three hours passed, and Astrid was no closer to falling asleep than when Hiccup and their dragons had closed their eyes. She glanced at Hiccup, and then at the fire; which was starting to burn low.  
>She picked up a few fresh logs, and placed them on the fire. A moment later, a sharp 'crack' echoed through the arena; as one of the logs split in two.<p>

Astrid jumped, and looked around the arena; Stormfly and Toothless slept on, undisturbed. Hiccup, however, shifted and opened his eyes; he stretched, yawned, and looked around. "Can't sleep?"

Astrid shook her head. "I thought I'd go for a walk; clear my head… Sorry I woke you."

Hiccup got to his feet, "Would you like some company?" When Astrid hesitated, Hiccup added, "If there's _anything_ I can do to help you, I want to know: we're _a team_ _within a team_, Astrid. Half the point of _being in a relationship_ is knowing that, whatever happens … whatever life throws your way, there's someone you can turn to … someone you can be open with." He looked her in the eye, "I meant what I said, earlier: '_let me know if there's anything I can do_'… All you need to do is tell me."

Astrid smiled and nodded, "Ok, some company would be nice." She was silent for a moment, and then added, "I'm… not quite sure how to put it into words, but I'll tell you if it comes to me."

_A short time later,_

Hiccup let Astrid choose the path they took, and he was not at all surprised when they arrived at the ruins of Astrid's family- home. For several minutes, the two of them stood there, considering the sight before them.

Finally, Hiccup said, "You're wondering if you could've prevented it, aren't you?" Astrid sighed, and nodded. "Look at me, Astrid..." She turned to face him. "There is _nothing_ we could've done, to prevent this." He nodded in the direction of the house, "You heard my father: they came, fired a few volleys, turned and ran… _If _we'd been here, at the time, we would've been in the arena, or further inland … by the time we knew what was happening, the attack would've started. Then they would've needed our help to put out fires, and make sure everyone was safe; the volleys that were launched would've been launched, and they'd have landed where they did."

Astrid nodded, dropped her gaze, and sighed. "I know that up here," she pointed to the side of her head, "but in my gut…"

"You still blame yourself," Hiccup finished. "Believe me, Astrid: I know what that's like… How do you think _I felt_ when Dagur took my father hostage, the night he smuggled dragon- root into the arena? … I was _fifteen_, and, out of nowhere, I found myself having to make some _big decisions_; knowing, all the while, that a single mistake could've gotten my father killed. And that, if that happened, I'd have had to live with it for the rest of my life."

Astrid eyes widened, and she turned to look at Hiccup. "So… how do I make this feeling go away?"

Hiccup sighed, his eyes wandering over the surrounding houses. "You can't Astrid; you have to own it, remember it… and you do all you can to never feel it again. It's not easy, but it's all we _can_ do." He turned to her, and met her gaze, "Do you remember I said to you, before you joined the Berk Guard for their morning drills?"

Astrid thought for a moment, and then the answer came to her. "You said it was my choice, and you promised that you'd never hold my choices against me ... But what does that have to do with… this?" She nodded towards the ruins in front of them.

Hiccup turned to her, "You need to make a choice now, Astrid; and you need to make the choice that's right for _you_… I promised you that I wouldn't hold your choices against you, and I won't. So: look, remember, and tell me what you need to do."

Astrid stood there, considering the ruins of her house, and the other, more- or- less intact houses, which stood around them. The answer came to her, then, and she hesitated.

"Go on," Hiccup encouraged. "Tell me what you've decided."

"I… I'm going to stay on Berk; to protect the village, in case Dagur attacks again." The moment the words left her mouth, Astrid turned to Hiccup, hesitantly.

Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "Ok... But what are you going to _do_, Astrid?"

"I'm going to train new riders," Astrid said, softly, almost without realizing it.

"Sorry… What was that?" Hiccup asked, though Astrid could've sworn she'd seen the briefest flicker of a smile on his face.

In an instant, the river of emotions that had been flowing through her; the tension, worry, guilt… all of it; drained out of her. "I'm going to train new Riders." Astrid repeated, in a louder, more confident, voice. "An auxiliary- force."

Hiccup's smile returned, and he clapped her on the shoulder. "Good… I _knew_ I'd picked the right Viking for the job!"

Astrid blinked, then her eyes widened. "You… you really think I'm ready?"

Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "I seem to recall my saying the words '_you could do it now, if you needed to_,' in a related- conversation we had not long after the one we were just talking about." There was a brief pause, and then Hiccup continued, "I'll send the others on ahead, to The Edge, in the morning. Toothless and I will be coordinating with the Night- Fury scouts until the early- to midafternoon; we'll stop back, see how you're doing, then continue on to The Edge. You can join us back on Dragon's Edge once your first team of Riders is ready for combat … Sound good?"

Astrid smiled, "I've lost track of the number of times I've said this to you today, Hiccup, but: thank you… again … I honestly don't know what I'd do if I didn't have you, in my life."

_Five minutes later, _

Hiccup paused, just outside the door of the Dragon Academy, and turned to Astrid. "I want you to remember what we talked about tonight, Astrid… '_We are a team, within a team'_; say it aloud."

"We are a team within a team." Astrid said, smiling. "A team within a team; a team within a team." They reentered the arena, and found Toothless and Stormfly, both of whom were still asleep.

Astrid and Hiccup settled back onto their respective sleep rolls. This time, Astrid was awake only long enough to think, '_A team within a team… A team within_–'

**Part Five – New Riders**

_The following morning, an hour after breakfast, _

Astrid took one look at the crowd of people, and dragons, gathered in the Dragon Academy, and gulped. She turned to Hiccup, "Is it too late to be having second- thoughts?"

Hiccup smiled, reassuringly, at her. "Look at it this way, Astrid: five years ago, you got within sixty feet of being _eaten by a Red- Death_. A lot of people would've spent the next two weeks cowering under their bed; you pretty much _shrugged that off_, and kept going. They," he gestured, subtly, at the assembled crowd, "_want_ to _respect_, and _learn_ _from_, you… if they didn't, they wouldn't be here. _Relax_: it may take some getting used to, but you'll get the hang of it; I know you'll do a great job."

Astrid blinked, and smiled, ruefully. "Wow… You know, that _does_ put things in perspective, actually. Thanks … _again_." She and Hiccup locked gazes, Astrid rolled her eyes and smiled.

Hiccup smiled back. "I'll talk to you before Toothless and I leave for The Edge."

_Two hours after noon,_

"Ok: the next exercise is to dive at the target; do a barrel- roll to avoid enemy- fire, and then hit the target with a blast." As she spoke, she saw Hiccup and Toothless settle into the stands, overlooking the arena.  
>They watched, as she first demonstrated the drill; then began to call the new riders, each of whom had been paired to a dragon, to do the drill.<br>Spitelout, Snotlout's dad, and his Deadly- Nadder, were first. He managed the barrel- roll, but his dragon missed the target. "Fail," Astrid said.  
>Gothi, the mute village healer, and her Gronkle, were next. During their barrel- roll, Gothi fell out of the saddle, and grabbed her Gronkle by the feet. She, herself, ended up colliding with the target; knocking it over. "Fail; to be a dragon- rider you actually have to <em>ride on<em> the dragon."

When it was his turn, Gustav and Fanghook completed the barrel- roll, and hit the target squarely. "Lucky shot," Astrid told him. "Do it again." – The second time, Astrid moved the target moments before Fanghook's attack _would have_ hit it. "Element of surprise," Astrid declared. "Fail."

It went on like that for the better part of an hour.

At last, Astrid saw Hiccup and Toothless making their way down from the stands, and towards the arena entrance. She called for everyone to take a break. "We have a lot of work to do," she commented, once they reached her.

Hiccup sighed, "Astrid; I know what you're doing."

Astrid raised an eyebrow, "And… what am I doing?"

"You're being overly tough on them; it's like you want them to fail," Hiccup said.

Astrid turned away, "You're wrong, Hiccup… You're wrong."

"Look, Astrid… I get it: you want them to fail so you can stay on Berk and protect your family. But you can't be there every second, of every day, for the rest of their lives." Hiccup sighed. "Just think about it. I'm going to head out to Dragon's Edge; check on those guys, see if they've spotted Dagur. I'll come back in a few days; we… we can talk about it more then."

When Astrid glanced back, a moment later, she saw Hiccup and Toothless rising into the sky; a minute later, they were gone.

Astrid sighed, and called to her first group of trainee- Riders. "Ok: lets pick up where we left off!"

**Part Six – Under Siege**

_The following afternoon,_

"Today, we're going to practice precision- landing," Astrid said. A split second later, Skullcrusher landed in the middle of the target she'd painted on the middle of the arena floor. "Just like that," Astrid said.

Instead of dismounting, Stoick turned to her and said, "Astrid; we've just received a Terrible Terror from Hiccup; Dragon's Edge is under siege by Dagur's fleet!"

Astrid felt as though her heart had been plunged into a bucket of ice water. "How many ships?"

"At least a dozen," Stoick replied. "Hiccup writes that they've been pinned down; he and Toothless launch the occasional attack, to keep Dagur's ships from reaching the shore, but they're the only ones that can risk coming into the open!"

"Wow, long odds!" Astrid commented, as she hurried to clamber into the saddle on Stormfly's back.

An instant later, her trainee- riders were all around them; trying to convince her to let them come as well. Astrid was adamant, "Absolutely not; you are not ready for combat. You will all stay here; that is an order!" She turned to Stoick, "Lets go!"

With that, Skullcrusher and Stormfly rose into the sky, angling in the direction of The Edge. A single thought filled Astrid's mind, '_A team within a team… A team within a team… Gods, Hiccup was right: I've been acting like an idiot!'_

As they rose into the sky, and to her intense relief, four Night- Furies rose to join them.

_The following afternoon, Dragon's Edge,_

After what felt like an eternity, to Astrid, the outline of Dragon's Edge appeared on the still- distant horizon. Half an hour later, she saw the hazy outline of the nearest of Dagur's ships. The closer they got, the clearer the outlines got.  
>When they were about two miles out, Astrid shook her head, "There has to be <em>fifteen<em> ships, maybe more!"

The Night- Fury nearest to Stormfly: a male, and the youngest Night- Fury in the group, growled. **'Twelve, fifteen, thirty, three- hundred… it makes no matter. Before long, there **_**won't be any**_** Berserkers to sail them; we will destroy them, just as The Ancestors destroyed The Hunters who slaughtered The Lost Younglings!' **

'**Be patient, young- one.'** the oldest Night- Fury, who was about Stoick's age, chided. **'Remember: we fight **_**alongside humans**_** now, as well; we must not allow The Rage to cloud our sight. We fight for a cause, now: The Lord Must Rise.' **

'**The Lord Must Rise'** the other three Night- Furies said, in unison.

"'The Lord must rise'?" Astrid asked, uncertainty evident in her voice. "What does that…?" Then her eyes widened, "Wait: a few months ago, Hiccup entered the Dragon Trance, but he didn't seem quite like himself … He, this other 'he', said something about 'his part' of Hiccup's mind… I didn't really understand any of it; what does it mean? Please…"

The second- oldest Night- Fury, a female, hesitated. **'The Gods have taken a… "**_**Special interest**_**" in Hiccup. Every precaution must be taken to ensure his success, and he **_**must**_** succeed; the price of failure… it is too high, and secrecy is his greatest defense. If our enemies learn what he represents, many would see him as a threat, and try to cut him down before he can move against them.' **The dragon nodded, gesturing towards what lay ahead. **'Now, though, we have other business to attend.' **

'**We'll make a path for you through their fleet,'** one of the Night- Furies, a female, told them. **'Head for the island.'** Without waiting for a reply, the Night- Furies accelerated to full- speed.

Then, from somewhere ahead of them, they heard Dagur shouting. "IS THAT THE BEST YOU'VE GOT, HICCUP? BECAUSE IT'S NOT ENOUGH!"

Then the four wild Night- Furies dove towards the attacking fleet; the familiar wailing shrieks of approaching Night- Furies filled the air. Then, in a voice several octaves higher then before, Dagur added, "_That, however, might do it!"_

Skullcrusher and Stormfly sped towards Dragon's Edge. When Astrid got her first good look at the island, her heart sank: Dagur's men had made landfall, and were clambering up the ladders, towards the top of the wall; the wall Skullcrusher had 'inspired' them to build during their first 'series of encounters'.

Stormfly and Skullcrusher shot towards the edge. When they were no more than three minutes out, Stoick gasped. "Beard of Thor; Astrid, look!" He pointed towards the beach nearest to them.  
>Astrid turned to look, and her eyes widened: Hiccup stood on the beach, facing two Berserker- warriors, armed with axes. They watched, as both men charged Hiccup. There was a blur of motion, and both men were sent flying backwards: the lucky one landed flat on his back in the sand, fifteen feet away, stunned; the unlucky one slammed into a the base of the wall. He let out an unearthly howl, and collapsed, clutching his ribs.<p>

Astrid whooped, and Hiccup must have heard her; because he looked up, saw them; and raised his black sword, 'Fury', in a salute.  
>Then Hiccup staggered, slightly, and placed a hand on a nearby boulder, for balance. An instant later; Toothless shot down from a ledge in the cliff just above Hiccup, where he'd been launching plasma- blasts at the nearest ships; waiting to extricate Hiccup the moment he needed to pull- back from the front lines. Moments later, Hiccup and Toothless were in the air, out of range of any attacks from the ships below.<p>

Apparently, that was when Dagur caught sight of Astrid and Stoick, sitting on their dragons' backs. "_SERIOUSLY? IS THERE ANYONE ELSE YOU WANT TO INVITE, HICCUP?_"

A split second after Dagur asked the question, there was a muffled explosion from somewhere behind them. They turned around, and there they were: Astrid's trainee- riders, and they were doing a pretty good job wreaking havoc on the two ships furthest from The Edge. "_I WAS BEING SARCASTIC! BERSERKERS: RETREAT!_"

With the order given, Dagur's warriors began to fall back. As the last of them were clambering onto the waiting boats, the four Night- Furies moved in; high above Dagur's boat, they stopped, and began to circle.

For several minutes, they circled; all eyes were on them… Nobody spoke, nobody moved; time, itself, seemed to slow. The face of every man on Dagur's boat had gone white; Dagur's face had taken on a grayish tinge.

Finally, the eldest Night- Fury of the four dove towards Dagur's boat; the familiar shriek filling the air, and blue light glowing in his open maw. The second Night- Fury followed a moment later; then the third, and, finally, the fourth.

The first plasma- bolt struck the deck of Dagur's boat, mere feet from where he stood. The force of it sent him flying backwards; he collided with the mast, stumbled, and almost fell.  
>If Dagur had fallen, the second plasma- bolt <em>would have<em> killed him. As it was, it missed by only a few feet. This time, the force of the blast sent him flying into a stack of supply crates.

Instead of pressing their attack, the two Night- Furies pulled up; and shot away in opposite directions, each rejoining with one of the other two. Each of these pairs then approached the nearest of Dagur's boats, one from each side, and launched a plasma- bolt.  
>A few seconds later, the plasma- bolts connected with their targets, and the two ships burst like overripe melons; sending pieces of debris, and Berserker warriors, flying.<p>

The Berserkers fired flaming arrows, and hurled boulders from catapults; the arrows bounced off the armored- like scales of the Night- Furies, and the boulders didn't even come close to making contact.

A few minutes later, only Dagur's boat remained afloat; and all four of the black- dragons converged on it. They stood over Dagur; and, one by one, they sniffed him: memorizing his scent. Then they did the same with many of the other Berserker warriors' on- board.

Once they had finished, three of the four Night- Furies shot skywards. The fourth, the eldest, remained on deck, and spoke, so all would hear. **'Our Elders have decreed that you, Dagur, and all who follow you; are to be hunted down and killed. **He growled. **'Death- in- battle is said to be an **_**honorable**_** end, and you do not deserve such an end. That is the **_**only reason**_** we are sparing your lives, today. Remember this, though: We Are The Night, Dagur; and you, are our prey.' **He looked at each of Dagur's men. **'Now: Leave.'**

**Part Seven – The A-Team**

_A short time later, on Dragon's Edge,_

Astrid's trainee- Riders stood together, forming a line in front of Astrid. "You all disobeyed my direct order… Whose idea was this little mutiny?"  
>Gustav stepped forward, then Spitelout, and, one by one, each of the other new Riders.<br>"What you did was dangerous, foolish, and completely not what you were trained to do." Astrid smiled, "_But_ it was also brave, and you worked together: as a team. I couldn't be more proud to call you fellow Dragon Riders."  
>The new Riders grinned and high- fived, then they turned back to face Astrid. Astrid walked up to Gustav. "Gustav; as the most experienced Rider, I'm putting you in-charge of the Dragon Riders' Auxiliary. I'll be staying here, on Dragon's Edge, after all," she turned to Hiccup, and smiled, "I can't protect Berk all be myself, every second of every day. And," she turned back to Gustav and the others, "you guys have proved you're ready to do the job."<p>

"They did handle themselves pretty well," Snotlout admitted, "for the 'B- Team'."

"The 'B- Team'?" Hiccup asked, "No … No, this is _Astrid's Team_… The 'A- Team'."

Astrid's smile widened, and she turned to face her 'A- Team'. "But if I hear you're slacking off _one inch_, I'll be on you like a Gronkle on granite!"

Once Stoick, and the members of the newly- formed 'A- Team' had departed for Berk, and the rest of Berks' 'original' riders had moved off, a ways, Hiccup turned to Astrid.  
>"Definitely a good day… You couldn't be prouder of your 'A- Team'; and I, couldn't be prouder of you." He smiled, "Come here!"<br>He pulled Astrid into a hug, and, when they separated, Hiccup said, "I told you you'd get the hang of it."

Astrid smiled, "Yes, you did… but to be fair: I had an excellent teacher, myself."

_**To Be Continued…**_


	11. Chapter 11

**Night Of The Hunters**

**Part One – An Early-Morning Flight**

_Somewhere on Dragon's Edge_,

Astrid let out an excited whoop, as Stormfly shot upwards, into the clear blue sky; mere seconds before they would have colliding with a looming cliff face. They'd gotten up early, and what better way could there be to start the day than with an early- morning flight.

"Ha-ha; we're going vertical, Stormfly!" Astrid cried, as her dragon spun through the air.

Stormfly glanced back, gave Astrid a brief smile, nodded, than returned her attention to what lay ahead of them.  
>They shot into a stand of trees, weaving around the tree trunks; then along a river that flowed between two cliffs, which rose above then, to either side.<p>

When the cliffs dropped away, behind them, Stormfly set down, next to the river. Astrid dismounted, sat beside her dragon, and leaned back, sighing, contentedly.

"Ahh; nothing like an early morning ride to start the day!"

**'Easy to see why Hiccup and Toothless always start their day like this, hmm?'** Stormfly commented.

Astrid smiled, and patted her dragon on the snout, "I know, we should do it more often! From now on, I promise…"

A sudden sound, clearly a dragon in distress, reached them: clearly coming from somewhere near by. Astrid leapt to her feet, and clambered back into Stormfly's saddle.

The moment Astrid was settled in her saddle, Stormfly shot into the sky. They continued to follow the sound for close to five minutes, drawing ever closer to a stretch of beach. They set down, a short distance away, and approached on foot; not wanting to lose the element of surprise, until they knew what they were dealing with.

Then they saw the ships, and the men on the beach; loading crates of supplies. "I've never seen those colors before," Astrid commented. Then she spotted the crest on one of the sails, and frowned, "But I have seen that insignia… it was on The Reaper! These guys are dragon- hunters!" She thought for a moment, and then turned to her dragon, "Come on, Stormfly; lets get a better look."

**Part Two – Dragon Trappers; First Encounter**

_Five minutes later, behind some tall boulders,_

Astrid and Stormfly now huddled behind a cluster of boulders; large enough to for Stormfly to hide behind, on the edge of the beach where the men worked.

From their new vantage point, they could see several dozen caged dragons; and the guards, moving among the cages. One dragon uttered an angry growl, and the nearest guard banged his mace against the cage, "Quiet down, you useless lizard!"

Astrid glowered at the man. Before she could decide whether or not to act, another man approached the first. The new arrival shoved the first man up against the cage, pressing his face right up to the bars, "Just. Load. Them. Up."

"Yes; Ryker!" The first man stammered, eyeing the Monstrous- Nightmare in the case, nervously. "Sorry; Ryker!"

"Look at him," Ryker continued. "Powerful… Perfect… Remember: they're smarter than you." An instant before the dragon lunged, Ryker released the man, and he stumbled back. The dragon's teeth snapped shut on empty air, right where the man's face had been.

"But not me." Ryker chuckled. Then he frowned, and began to sniff at the air; Astrid and Stormfly ducked behind the boulders mere seconds before Ryker turned in their direction. Then he pointed, and shouted, "And grab that Nadder!"

Astrid scrambled back into the saddle on Stormfly's back, and the dragon shot into the air. Below them, they heard exclamations of surprise; as the men below spotted Astrid, on the dragon's back. "Get us out of here, Stormfly!" Astrid cried.

Astrid shot forward, towards the open ocean, and, from somewhere behind them, they heard Ryker shout "Archers!"

Moments later, arrows were shooting past them. Stormfly spun around: preparing to launch a wave of spines, from her tail. Moments after Stormfly launched her volley of spikes, Astrid saw Ryker with a bow aimed at them… but he wasn't holding an arrow.

An instant later, Astrid heard Stormfly's voice in her head, **'I'm hit!'** Then something strange happened: Stormfly jerked and began thrashing; she lost altitude, dropping towards the ocean below; and getting further away from Dragon's Edge.

Caught by surprise, Astrid was sent flying off of her dragons' back; she landed in the ocean, and grabbed a floating log, to keep herself afloat. When she looked up, she saw men on one of the boats throwing lengths of chain into the air.

Astrid could only watch, as the chains wrapped around Stormfly, and the dragon- hunters pulled her down, onto the deck of their ship.

Then she heard Ryker's voice again, "Move out!"

"What about the Rider?" one of the other hunters asked.

"Never mind," Ryker answered. "We've got the dragon!"

Astrid's eyes widened, "No … Stormfly!" She watched, helplessly, as the boats got further and further away. "I'll… I'll find you!"

Feeling empty inside, Astrid leaned her forehead against the log she clung to.

_An hour after noon, Dragon's Edge, _

Hiccup had been watching the approaching storm for almost an hour, now. He turned to Toothless, "Astrid and Stormfly should've been back by now… Lets take a look around, make sure they're ok."

He clambered into the saddle, on Toothless's back, and they shot into the gathering storm.

'**Where should we start?'** Toothless asked, as they gained altitude.

"North," Hiccup decided. "That's the direction the storm's coming from."

_Half an hour later,_

Astrid felt her strength beginning to leave her; she'd been clutching her log for what felt like forever. Waves were constantly crashing over her, pushing her down; she'd struggle back to the surface, and the next wave would push her down.

For the briefest moment, her grip on the log loosened; and, at the same moment, another wave forced her down. She kicked for the surface, reaching for her log, but the downward pull was too strong. She sunk deeper, deeper…

Finally, she couldn't hold her breath any longer: she exhaled, and breathed in water.

**Part Three – The Search Begins**

_A few minutes later,_

Astrid dimly heard someone calling her name. She coughed, spitting out the water that she'd inhaled, and took a deep breath. The voice persisted, "Astrid!"

She groaned, and opened her eyes. They were in the air; Hiccup was holding her in his arms, as Toothless flew them back to Dragon's Edge. She smiled, "What kept you?"

"Oh, thank Thor!" The relief in Hiccup's voice, and on his face, was clear to see.

Astrid's memories returned to her in a flash, and she gasped. "Hiccup; we need to find Stormfly! We…"

"It's ok, it's ok," Hiccup said, trying to reassure her. "We'll find Stormfly."

Astrid shook her head, "Hiccup, you don't understand: we need to…"

"Astrid, you need to get some rest," Hiccup said. "Besides: I can hardly hear you, over this storm." Astrid opened her mouth to argue. "Astrid: I'll wake you as soon as we get back to the island; you can tell me what happened, and we'll go find Stormfly."

Astrid tried to argue, again, but she was too tired to find words. Reluctantly, she closed her eyes; and leaned back, her head against Hiccup's chest.

_Twenty minutes later, _

The next time Astrid opened her eyes, she again found Hiccup leaning over her. They were in a cave; presumably back on Dragon's Edge; and there was a fire crackling.

"Ok... take it easy, Astrid; you've had a tough couple of hours."

"No, no, no… You don't understand, Hiccup: they were all in cages and… and they have Stormfly!" Astrid said, her voice half a sob.

"Cages?" Hiccup's eyes widened. "Whoa, whoa, whoa… Wait: cages? What are you talking about, what happened out there?" Astrid opened her mouth to speak, but Hiccup held up a hand. "Listen to me, Astrid: you need to relax: Take a deep breath, _then_ tell me what happened." Astrid tried to speak, again, and Hiccup put a hand on her shoulder, "Astrid: my connection to Stormfly isn't as strong as my bond with Toothless; I'll admit that; but I do know that she hasn't been hurt. The only way we'll be able to find her, before that changes, is for you to relax, take a deep breath; and tell me what happened, as it happened."

Astrid took a deep breath, and another. Then she turned to Hiccup, "Dragon hunters."

Hiccup's eyes widened, "Dragon hunters? And they have Stormfly?"

Astrid nodded, "A whole fleet of them... And this big, ugly, one; oh, when I get my hands on him!"

"Where did this happen?" Hiccup asked; Astrid told him. Hiccup nodded, and got to his feet, offering a hand to help her up. "Toothless is on his way back, he'll be here any minute; you can tell us the rest on the way to the beach."

Astrid nodded, took his hand, and got to her feet. When they reached the cave entrance, Hiccup cupped his hands around his mouth, and began shouting in the language of dragons. Astrid had a fleeting glimpse of a Night- Terror, and instant before the dragon shot into the sky: relaying Hiccup's message to the rest of their colony.

Two minutes later, they were on Toothless's back, in the air, and halfway to the stretch of beach where Astrid and Stormfly had encountered the dragon- hunters.

By the time they arrived, close to two dozen Night- Terrors were already scouring the beach; looking for anything that might give them a clue about the trappers.

The moment Hiccup and Astrid's feet touched the sand, Toothless said, **'I'll get the others.'** He was in the air before either of them could reply, and a dwindling spec in the sky, by the time Astrid looked up.

_Ten minutes later,_

Ten minutes after Hiccup and Astrid had arrived on the beach, the other riders and dragons set down on the beach.

"Did you find anything?" Fishlegs asked, as soon as they were within hearing distance.

"This," Hiccup said, handing the tip of an arrow, like the ones Astrid had described, to Fishlegs. "But not much else, so far."

Fishlegs took the arrow, and examined it closely; then he sniffed it, licked it, and turned to the others. "I'm guessing that this is refined dragon- root. I've _heard_ that, at high- concentrations, it can overwhelm a dragons' senses completely: making it almost impossible for them to fly!"

"That's exactly what happened to Stormfly!" Astrid confirmed.

"Just think…" Fishlegs continued, "With one quiver of these arrows, could decimate an entire flock of dragons!"

Astrid felt a wave of hopelessness wash over her. "How are we going to find her? We have no idea where they're going!"

"Maybe not," Hiccup said, taking the arrow from Fishlegs and considering it. "But, we do know where they've been. We need to pay a visit to The Reaper."

_Almost two hours later,_

The flight to the wreck of The Reaper, the boat where Hiccup and Toothless had first found the Dragon Eye, didn't take long. Once they arrived, they split up and searched the boat.

The problem: They had no idea what they were looking for.

While Fishlegs, Snotlout, Ruff, and Tuff searched the main deck, Hiccup and Astrid went below. For the better part of an hour, they searched, but came up empty.

Finally, Astrid began to lose her patience, "There's _nothing here_!"

"Just keep looking; we'll find something," Hiccup said, as he removed the top on yet another barrel. It was empty; like every other one they'd tried, so far.

"What if we don't? What if we can't track them down?" Astrid's voice broke. "Hiccup; I'm…"

Hiccup turned to look at her, one hand on the next barrel. "I know; but we have to try to stay positive."

Astrid nodded. "I know; I'm trying, but you didn't see Ryker: He actually _enjoys_ hunting and caging dragons, _and he has mine_!"

Astrid unsheathed her axe, and swung it at a shield, that hung on one wall. In an instant, all of the energy seemed to leave her, and she turned to face him. "Hiccup; I don't know what I would do without Stormfly…"

Hiccup crossed the room, and put his arms around her. A moment later, he drew back; and, his hands never leaving her shoulders, he looked her in the eye. "Astrid; the morning you and Stormfly went to attend drills with the Berk Guard, I prayed to Thor; asking for guidance. A few hours later, we clashed with a Snow- Wraith; that's how I got the tooth I used to unlock the Dragon- Eye … Thor guided us to the Snow- Wraith, so that we could unlock the Dragon- Eye, when we retrieved it."

Astrid's eyes widened, "Yesterday, one of the Night- Furies told your father and me that the Gods had 'taken an interest' in you…"

"They want me to do… _something_," Hiccup said, nodding. "I don't know what, but I know that the four of us; me, Toothless, you, _and Stormfly_; we all have a role to play." He paused, for a moment, and met Astrid's gaze. "Astrid, we _will find Stormfly_: We _won't stop looking_, until we do… I don't know what the Gods want from me, yet, but…" Something caught Hiccup's eye, and his sentence trailed off.

"Hiccup?" Astrid asked, suddenly anxious. "What is it?"

"The shield, Astrid; look at the shield!" As Hiccup spoke, he turned Astrid around, so that they stood facing the shield. He reached out, plucked the object from its niche, and held it out for Astrid to see.

Astrid's eyes widened, "It… It's a lens for the Dragon Eye!"

_Three minutes later,_

Hiccup, Astrid, and the other riders and dragons huddled together, on the top deck of The Reaper. They had attached the new lens to the Dragon- Eye, and every dragon in the group had tried to make something project through it. None of the attempts has worked.

"Well… It looks like this lens doesn't work with any of our dragons…" Hiccup commented, clearly disappointed. He turned his attention to the shield, trying to make sense of the patterns on it."

"If we can't find figure out what kind of dragon we need…"

Tuffnut was frowning at the shield, "Huh; it's either the inside of a yak… or, a Changewing in a cage."

Hiccup's eyes widened, "Tuffnut's right: it's a Changewing! Come on, guys!"

**Part Four – Changewing Island**

_Some time later,_

"Ok, guys: we need some glowing Changewing- acid to shine through the Dragon- Eye, so we can see what's on this lens," Hiccup said.

"Let me guess: that means we somehow have to _find_ a Changewing; an ambush- predator, that can blend- in perfectly with its environment; and _milk its acid_ before it tears us apart?"

Snotlout snorted, "Yeah; great idea, Hiccup!"

Hiccup rolled his eyes, "Actually, Snotlout, I was thinking of _asking_ a Changewing to help us." Without waiting for a reply, Hiccup raised his voice, and began to speak in the native- language of the dragons.

A few moments later, a Changewing materialized, and it stepped into the clearing. He stood where he was, for a moment, considering them. Then it growled something.

Hiccup gave his reply; and the dragon grunted, and spat a mouthful of acid at a nearby pile of boulders. Then it shot into the air, and shot back into the stand of trees from which it had emerged. An instant later, the only sign that it had ever been there was the hissing puddle of Changewing- acid.

Moving quickly, but carefully, they carried a small boulder, the top of which was covered in Changewing- acid, into a nearby cliff face, which rose, high above them. Hiccup held the Dragon- Eye into position, and, a moment later; a map was projected onto the wall of the rocky wall.

Fishlegs examined it, then turned to them, shaking his head. "This doesn't help; we've seen this map before."

"It looks like a hunter- port," Hiccup commented. He turned to Astrid, "And it's the closest one to the beach where Stormfly was captured. That must be where they're heading; after that, who knows?"

"Then we have to hurry!" Astrid urged.

Hiccup nodded, already clambering into Toothless's saddle, and holding out a hand, to help her clamber up behind him. "Everyone mount up! There's a chance we might overtake them, so listen up: I'll explain the plan on the way!"

Snotlout frowned, "How could you possibly have a plan? We _just found out_ where we're going?"

Hiccup turned to him, "Astrid gave me a pretty good idea what we're up against; and, since dragons fly faster than boats sail, there's a chance we'll catch up with them before they get to the trapper- port." As he spoke, the dragons took off, rising into the sky.

Hiccup gestured for them to come in close, so they could all hear him, and he began to tell them the plan.

**Part Five – The Traitor**

The sun had almost set when they spotted the boat; some distance ahead of them, and further to the east. Not wanting to lose the element of surprise, Hiccup handed Astrid his spyglass; so she could observe, and confirm the target, from a safe distance.

"It's them." Astrid confirmed, handing the spyglass back to Hiccup. She hesitated, then asked, "Hiccup; now that we're closer, can… can you find out anything about Stormfly?"

Hiccup turned to her, "I should, yeah…" He closed his eyes, in concentration. Several minutes passed, in tense silence. Then Hiccup opened his eyes, "Astrid, Stormfly's fine… I can tell that much."

Astrid breathed a sigh of relief, "Thank the gods … Lets go get her!"

Hiccup sighed, "Astrid; remember the plan… If we move in now, we won't be able to see the arrows they shoot. Toothless has his armor, and Meatlug is immune to dragon- root; but if any of the other dragons get hit…"

Astrid took a deep breath, and exhaled. "You're right; sorry, I guess I'm just…"

"You're worried about Stormfly," Hiccup said, his voice soft. "And I get that, but the best way to help her is to stick with the plan. We'll get Stormfly out, and be back to The Edge, before lunchtime tomorrow… You'll see."

He took in the scene around them, "Now we need to find a place to set down, try to get a little rest."

_The following morning, Sunrise, _

The first hint of dawn was brightening the horizon, as Toothless drifted towards the trappers' boat on silent wings. On his back, sat Hiccup and Astrid.

They rose to the level of the main- deck just long enough for Astrid to hop aboard. Then Toothless dropped back below the side rail, and dug his claws in. If all went well, they would rocket skywards when Astrid and Stormfly made it up on deck.

If something went wrong, _no one _would see them coming.

_Astrid,_

Astrid hit the deck running. She kept her eyes peeled for lookouts, making her way towards the forward entrance to the lower levels.

Then a voice said, "Hello, Astrid… imagine meeting you here."

Astrid spun around, and her eyes widened, "_Heather? What are you doing here_?"

"And why wouldn't she be here?" Dagur asked, stepping out of the shadows where they'd been hiding. "Come to save your dragon… so predictable!"

Astrid, who'd been staring at Heather; shook her head in disbelief, "How could you? We were your friends; we helped you!"

Heather shrugged, "Well… Family is family." She unsheathed her double- bladed battle- axe, and turned to Dagur. "Brother, do you mind?"

Dagur smirked, "Course not, sis; enjoy! I know I will!" He chortled.

Heather moved towards Astrid, and Astrid backed away, unsheathing her own axe. "I can believe this!"

With the advantage of a double- ended weapon, Heather had little difficulty in forcing Astrid to retreat, down the length of the ship. One they were out of hearing range, Heather said something; Astrid frowned, and made some reply.

Apparently, Heather didn't like what she heard; she lunged, swinging her double- bladed axe. The blade narrowly missed Astrid, and embedding itself in a supply crate. Astrid moved to take advantage of the opportunity; Heather intercepted her blow with the blade of the free axe, and Astrid had to jump back.

As they fought, the two young- women continued to exchange remarks. There were only four other people on deck: the sentries. And all of them had come to stand next to Dagur.

That meant that there was no one to spot the second figure, as he clambered aboard. Hiccup took one look at the combatants. His eyes widened, in surprise and disbelief; then they narrowed, in anger.

He took one last look, then slipped below decks, into the hold of the ship.

_Eight minutes later,_

Astrid was beginning to tire, and get worried: the plan was for her to slip below decks, and free Stormfly and the other dragons. Hiccup and Toothless were close by, she knew; ready to jump in, if need be; but that was supposed to be the contingency plan.

The other Riders and Dragons circled above them, but they were supposed to stay out of range; circling, and ready to help cover Hiccup, Toothless, Astrid and Stormfly; as they made their escape.

They had been fighting for close to ten minutes; twice, they'd stopped to catch their breath. Their 'conversation' had ended several minutes ago: there was nothing more to say; both of them knew what they had to do.

Suddenly, a chorus of growls and roars sounded, from somewhere below decks. An instant later; dragons, moving too quickly to get an easy count; surged into the sky.

The first dragon into the sky was a Deadly- Nadder, Stormfly. On the dragons' back, sat Hiccup: his Night- Fury helmet on, and the faceplate down.

"Stormfly! Hiccup!" Astrid cried, relief filling her.

Before Heather, or any of the others on deck, could recover from the shock, Astrid rushed to put some extra distance between Heather and herself. Stormfly landed just long enough for Astrid to clamber onto her back, and then she shot skywards.

Heather was, apparently, the first to recover, "_REMEMBER WHAT I SAID, ASTRID … THIS IS NOT OVER!_"

"So, what happened down there?" Snotlout asked.

"Heather and Dagur were there; with the dragon- hunters." Hiccup said, grimly. As he spoke, Toothless came to hover next to Stormfly. Hiccup jumped across the small gap, and settled into the saddle on Toothless's back.

The others responded with exclamations of shocked disbelief.

Astrid seemed to be struggling with something. Finally, she sighed and said, "Guys… we've got a lot to talk about." She smiled down at Stormfly, "Good to have you back; girl!"

She turned to Hiccup, "Thanks, Hiccup… thought they had me cornered for a moment."

'**It's good to be back,'** Stormfly said, a slight tremor in her voice. **'But it wasn't for nothing: those hunters know how to make Gronkle Iron... I saw them sorting boulders, and feeding them to the Gronkles they'd trapped.'** She turned to Fishlegs, **'I memorized the formula: three parts limestone; two parts sandstone; one part iron- ore, and one large spoon of hardened Gronkle- lava ... After what happened, I would really like to have a set of armor, made of that stuff.'**

Hiccup nodded, and glanced back at the boat. "That's a good idea, Stormfly; something tells me we haven't seen the last of those dragon- trappers."

The other riders and dragons exchanged uneasy glances; they all had a feeling that Hiccup was right.

_**To Be Continued… **_


	12. Chapter 12

**Bad Moon Rising**

**Part One – Gronkle Iron; Testing**

_Two days later, on Dragon's Edge,_

Fishlegs, Meatlug, and Gobber stood together, off to one side of the arena main arena. About twenty feet away, on a wheeled platform, stood a target dummy; shaped like an axe- wielding enemy warrior, and forged from Gronkle iron.

"Are you sure you got the recipe right?" Gobber asked, turning to Fishlegs. The smith had arrived that morning, in response to Hiccup's report to Berk: announcing the rediscovery of the recipe Fishlegs and Meatlug had chanced upon, several years earlier, but been unable to replicate.

"Of course I'm sure!" Fishlegs said, nodding. "Three parts limestone…" Hookfang shot out of the sky, Snotlout on his back, and shot a fire blast at the target. The blast hit the target, and the metal glowed orange. A moment later, it had faded back to its original color; there was no sign of damage.

"Uh-huh; three parts limestone." Gobber said, as he and Fishlegs high- fived.

"Give it all you've got, bud!" Hiccup said to Toothless, as they moved in for their run. Toothless nodded, and shot towards the target: opening his mouth, in preparation to launch a plasma- blast.

"Two parts sandstone," Fishlegs continued. Toothless's blast hit the target, and sent it flying; though the metal remained undamaged.

"Two parts sandstone." Gobber repeated, nodding.

"One part iron ore," Fishlegs and Gobber high- fived again; first 'up high', then 'down low'. "And now, the secret ingredient…" Fishlegs said, lowering his voice. "One giant spoon of cooled and hardened Gronkle- lava!"  
>As he spoke, Barf and Belch came forward; stomping on, and gnawing at; the metal.<p>

Meatlug's eyes widened, and she opened her maw: depositing a mass of molten metal on the arena floor. Fishlegs gestured at it, triumphantly, "And 'voila': you have, Gronkle- iron!"

"Alright," Astrid said, making her way over to join them, Stormfly at her side. "Lets see how your Gronkle- iron stands up against a close- range spine- shot."

"Be our guest," Fishlegs grinned, gesturing towards the target as he spoke.

Astrid nodded to Stormfly, and the Deadly- Nadder raised her tail into position. A split second before she launched her spikes, a dazed- looking Tuffnut staggered out of the forest, and into the line of fire!

Hiccup had just enough time to shout, "TUFF, NO!"

The spikes missed Tuffnut by inches; clattered off of the metal target, causing it to wobble.

Tuffnut, completely oblivious to his close- call, turned to them. "Thank Loki; you guys are not going to believe what just happened to me! It was…"  
>Before he could finish, the target fell on him: pinning him down, against the arena floor. The others hurried forward, and helped him up.<p>

**Part Two – The Legend of The Lycanwing**

_Five minutes later, in the clubhouse, _

"There I was: me, and my 'inner- nut,' Tuffnut said, when they were all gathered together.

Hiccup frowned, "Tuffnut, what happened out there?"

"It was dark, so dark, Hiccup; not even the moon, to light my merry way." Tuffnut said, "And then, out of the darkness, red eyes, ferocious teeth, and a growl that could peel the beak off a chicken!" Tuffnut's _pet chicken_ clucked in 'alarm', and Tuffnut paused to comfort it. Turning back to the others, he continued, "It grabbed me; tossed me around like a ragdoll, a very handsome rag-doll; then, it left me for dead."

"Tuffnut; can you tell us anything else about what attacked you?" Fishlegs asked.

Tuffnut shook his head, "It was far too fast, too 'cagey'… Quick: someone give me another adjective!"

Snotlout spoke first, "Oh; how about… 'Imaginary'?" The others chuckled.

Tuffnut scowled, "Laugh and guffaw if you must, but would an imaginary beast give you one of these?" He showed them a bite-mark, on his right forearm.

_A few hours later,_

"Argh, there's nothing anywhere that matches this!" Fishlegs told them, examining the Book of Dragons, as he spoke. "The Book of Dragons, Bork's papers, not even in the Dragon- Eye!"

"Well, it wouldn't be in any of those," Gobber said.

Hiccup frowned, and turned to face the smith. "Gobber?"

"Come on… it's obvious we're all thinking the same thing," Gobber continued.

"I can pretty much guarantee we're not," Hiccup said, sighing. "But, why don't you tell us what you're thinking?"

"Lycanwing." Gobber said, simply. "The Lycanwing dragon is a rare beast; and a vicious one at that." He got to his feet, and came forward. "Those who survive its bite are not actually 'survivors' at all... they are doomed to a life as half- man, half- Lycanwing!" He gave them a moment to process this, and then continued. "At the height of every full moon, the condemned Viking transforms into a terrifying dragon! With wings the size of a house; teeth stronger than Gronkle- iron, and a thirst… for blood!" – Tuffnut yelped, at this.

Hiccup sighed, "Tuff; the Lycanwing is a _legend_, it's not a real dragon." He turned to Gobber, "Gobber, have you ever _seen_ a Lycanwing?"

Gobber shook his head, "Well… no."

Hiccup nodded, and turned to the others, "Has anyone on Berk ever seen a Lycanwing?"

For a long moment, nobody spoke. Finally, Gobber said, "Not that I can recall."

Hiccup nodded again, "You see: I rest my case."

"But the stories!" Gobber persisted. "Oh-ho-ho; they'd straighten the hair on a curly- haired yak!"

Toothless uttered a low growl. **'Stories are stories, Gobber; that does not mean that they are accurate accounts.'**

_That evening,_

That evening, the riders and dragons gathered around the campfire, and Gobber told them stories about the Lycanwing. On several occasions, Snotlout would ask Gobber to go into more detail about the symptoms experienced by the Lycanwing's victims.  
>The more Tuffnut heard; the more convinced he became that he was doomed. Finally, leapt to his feet, and ran off, into the trees.<p>

Snotlout laughed, "How awesome was that? What an idiot!"

Seconds later, Ruffnut was on her feet. "You have no idea what you've done!"

**Part Three – The Bite-Mark**

_The following morning, back in the clubhouse,_

Astrid, Hiccup, Ruffnut, Fishlegs, and Snotlout were gathered around the table, in the middle of the main room. Toothless lay, curled up, a few feet away from where Hiccup and Astrid sat. An unexpected noise made them look towards the door.

It was Tuffnut, pushing a cart in front of him, his expression both miserable and resigned.

"Tuffnut… what are you doing?" Hiccup asked.

Tuffnut came to a stop next to where Snotlout sat. He sighed, reached into the cart, and took out his mace. "Snotlout: I give you, Macy. Hold her dearly; she likes sitting by the window, looking at the moon; irony."

"Oh my Thor, that's so thoughtful," Snotlout said, taking the mace, and examining it closely. Then he shrugged, and tossed it over his shoulder.

Tuff moved on to Fishlegs. "Fishlegs; I give you… my favorite bowl."

Fishlegs took one look at it, "Hey: That's _my_ bowl!"

Tuffnut smiled sadly, "And now you've found it. Eat well, my friend." He handed Fishlegs a bowl, from his cart. Then he turned to Hiccup, "Hiccup, Hiccup, Hiccup… what do you give to the Viking who has everything?"

Hiccup frowned, "Alright, alright: what did I miss?"

Tuffnut had turned away from them. He sighed again, "I'm just… preparing myself."

"For what?" Astrid asked.

"Astrid; don't you see that moon?" Tuffnut gestured at the moon, which was visible through the doorway, behind him. "It rises to its apex; which, I think, is a word that means 'the tip top'… I'm going full dragon: Tuffnut Lycanwing."

Snotlout laughed, and an instant later, Tuff was standing next to him. "You're a funny guy, Snotlout; I'll eat you, first!"

Hiccup got to his feet, sighing. "Tuff, we went over this… The 'Lycanwing' is a myth; it's not real: You are not turning into a dragon!" He turned to Fishlegs, "Fishlegs, can you tell him?"

Fishlegs made a nervous sound, and gave a noncommittal shrug; Hiccup resisted the urge to roll his eyes.

"Now, I must go and say my most difficult goodbye of all," Tuffnut told them. "If you'll excuse me." He turned, and left the clubhouse the same way he'd come in.

The moment he'd left, Snotlout burst out laughing: stopping only when Ruffnut stomped up to him. "_What did I tell you_?" she shouted, in his face. "_What did I tell you_? _You are going to help me fix this, Snotlout… You hear me_?" Then she turned on his heel, and stormed out, after her brother.

Snotlout frowned after her. Then he turned to the others, and grinned. "Wow… they can really get riled up, huh?"

Hiccup glared at him; the others didn't say a word.

_A few minutes later,_

Ruffnut returned to the clubhouse, a few minutes later, and she looked miserable. "Tuff's locked himself in a cell for the night… He won't come out." She turned to Hiccup, "We've got to do something!"

Astrid got to her feet, and came to stand next to Hiccup. "What _can_ we do? Tuffnut's _convinced_ he's going to turn into a Lycanwing." She glared at Snotlout.

Hiccup sighed, "I don't think there's anything we can do tonight. In the morning, when Tuffnut finds out he didn't change into a dragon, we'll be able to talk some sense into him." He turned to Ruffnut, "You and Snotlout can start gathering bite- impressions; if we can match the bite- mark to one of the impressions, we can prove to Tuff that it wasn't a Lycanwing."

Astrid frowned, "What can we use to take bite- impressions, though?"

Hiccup managed a small smile, "Oh… I'm sure _Ruffnut_ will think of something."

_The following morning,_

"Well, I did my best," Gobber announced, as he emerged from the building that housed the dragons' enclosures. "He's not talking to anyone but that chicken, and he's convinced that the moon didn't apex last night, so it must be tonight."

Hiccup shook his head, exasperatedly. "Well, that's just great."

A moment after he'd spoken, Fishlegs and Meatlug landed, near- by. Fishlegs jumped down from his saddle, and hurried forward. "Hiccup; you know how I checked the Dragon- Eye, for information about the Lycanwing, but didn't find anything…"

Looking a little sheepish, he produced another Dragon- Eye lens, "I only just remembered: I was working with the Dragon- Eye yesterday, and left this back at my place!"

Hiccup's eyes widened, "Don't worry about it, Fishlegs; just try to remember, from now on. Come on, let's check the Dragon- Eye again!"

**Part Four – Lycanwing Island**

_Half an hour later,_

Hiccup manipulated the last of the last of the rings on the exterior of the Dragon- Eye. So far, they hadn't had any luck, but… "Ok, lets see if this combination does the trick!"

Toothless breathed into the Dragon- Eye, and a new image projected itself onto the wall.

"Ok," Hiccup said, after considering the image, "Am I crazy, or is that a man with dragon- wings instead of arms?"

"You're not crazy, Hiccup…" Fishlegs said, picking up the Dragon- Eye; and rotating one of the rings. "And there it is again, with a tail to match the wings!" Fishlegs moved closer, "It says 'no man shall tread on these shores, lest he become what he has most feared'… That must be Lycanwing Island … Hiccup; this Lycanwing… it could be, well, not a myth."

Hiccup's eyes narrowed, but remained fixed on the map. "That island's not far from here."

"If you're going, I'm coming too," Astrid said, immediately. Before Hiccup could argue, she added, "Hiccup… please: don't make me wait here."

Hiccup hesitated, "On one condition: if something comes after us, and I tell you and Stormfly to get yourselves out, you will; no arguments." Astrid's eyes were bright, but she nodded. Hiccup nodded back, and turned to Fishlegs. "Fishlegs; keep an eye on things here… make sure Tuffnut stays in his cage, just to be safe." Fishlegs gulped, and nodded.

_Some time later, in the air above Lycanwing Island, _

Toothless and Stormfly hovered several hundred feet above the island, as both they and their riders took in the scene below them. The island didn't look like anything special; stands of trees, rivers, and…

"Look, down there." said Hiccup, pointing. "There's a cave; lets start there… Stay close."

A few minutes later, they landed just outside the cave entrance. Toothless edged forward, and launched a plasma- blast into the cave entrance. It shot down the length of the passage, until it vanished from view.

An instant later, a flock of something appeared out of the darkness: they were still a ways off, but getting closer with every passing second!

"Astrid: get down!" Hiccup ordered, and Astrid dropped to the ground. Hiccup remained standing, between Astrid and the approaching creatures. Toothless and Stormfly hunched down, just behind them.

Seconds later, the colony of bats had shot past them, and vanished into the sky. Once the last of them had vanished from view, Hiccup helped Astrid to her feet.

"Ok, lets go… are you alright, Astrid?"

Astrid took a deep breath, and nodded. "I'm fine… It's just… It kind of just hit me: if this 'Lycanwing' is real…"

Hiccup nodded, "I know. Come on; the sooner we get in, the sooner we can leave." Astrid nodded, and she and Stormfly followed Hiccup and Toothless down the tunnel.

_Five minutes later, _

After what must have been close to five minutes, the tunnel emptied into a large cavern. Suddenly, Toothless tensed and growled.

Hiccup and Astrid turned in the direction Toothless was facing, and their eyes widened: the shadowy outline of a massive dragon rose across the far wall! Astrid huddled next to Stormfly, not wanting to turn around: to see the creature that was casting that shadow.

Then she heard Hiccup's voice, coming from somewhere behind them. "Astrid; you've got to see this!"

"I can't… I can't look, Hiccup," she whispered.

"Here," Hiccup said, and she felt him put an arm around her, as he held something out, for her to see. She couldn't bring herself to look behind them, but she opened her eyes, and looked at the objects in Hiccup's hand.

"Two new lenses for the Dragon- Eye; whoever hid them here must have created the legend to keep people away, so that no one would find them!"

Almost without thinking, Astrid turned to look behind her. About ten feet behind them, a chunk of rock rose up, out of the cavern floor. It was carved to look like a dragon, and light, from the cave entrance, hit it at just the right angle to project the shadow onto the wall.

Astrid took a deep breath, and let it out, slowly. Only then, did she notice that Hiccup was holding out a hand, to help her to her feet. She took it, and stood, a little shakily.

"Come on," Hiccup said. "Lets get back to The Edge."

**Part Five – The Wolf **

_Back on Dragon's Edge,_

When Toothless and Stormfly drew nearer to The Edge, they found Tuffnut and his chicken standing at the top of a cliff, as though he were about to jump off. "_Can you not see what I've become? The metamorphosis_–"

"There is no metamorphosis, alright: you are not turning into a dragon!" Hiccup turned, "We found the Lycanwing's cave: it was all just a myth, to keep people from finding these!" As he spoke, Hiccup produced the two new lenses for the Dragon- Eye, holding them up for the others to see.

"What?" Tuffnut blinked, "No… I don't believe you, look at me: I'm hideous, I'm terrifying!"

"You're not hideous," Astrid told him. "Terrifying, at times, yes; but hideous, no."

"Oh? Then how do you explain this?" Tuffnut showed them the bite- mark. "Hmm… Can't do it, can you? I knew it."

"Hang on!" Snotlout's voice reached them, and a moment later; he came into view, dragging a large sack behind him. "I can explain it! I can explain it!"

"Wow, you look worse than I do!" Tuffnut said, when he saw Snotlout.

Hiccup considered the sack, warily. "Snotlout, what do you have in that bag?"

"I have what did this!" Snotlout said, showing them his forearm, and a bite-mark that looked identical to the one on Tuffnut's arm.

Tuffnut yelped, "Oh no: the Lycanwing got him, too… Save yourselves!"

"It's not a Lycanwing!" Snotlout said. "It's not even a dragon; it's a wolf, and I caught him! You're not turning into a dragon, ok?"

"I'm not?" Tuffnut's eyes widened. "I'm not!"

Hiccup nodded, "That's what we've been trying to tell you."

"I just made you think that," Snotlout elaborated. "But it's not true… it's funny, but it's not true."

Tuffnut took a deep breath, "Well… that's a relief!"

Hiccup sighed, "And, now that we've finally sorted this out, it's late, and I think we could all use some rest… Let's head in."

_**To Be Continued…**_


	13. Chapter 13

**Snotlout Gets The Axe**

**Part One – An Upcoming Union**

_Early afternoon, two days later; the Dragon's Edge Arena,_

Hookfang shot towards the targets that had been set up in a circle, along the perimeter of the arena. From his place, on Hookfang's back, Snotlout shouted "HA; Coming-in 'hot'!" Once they were within striking distance, Snotlout swung his axe; he hit the target, squarely, and sent it tumbling to the ground.  
>"That's right: get some, dragon- hunters! Get some!" Snotlout boasted, as Hookfang circled around to come at the next target. They shot past Hiccup and Astrid, who stood together, off to one side; watching as Snotlout and Hookfang took their turn at the exercise.<br>"Snotlout; Snotlout! OY; OY; OY!" A moment later, Snotlout's axe struck the next target; knocking it over. This time, however, the target landed on Hookfang's tail: pinning it to the arena floor. Hookfang came to a sudden stop, and Snotlout was sent flying out of his saddle.

Snotlout skidded to a stop, and looked up to see Ruffnut and Tuffnut, standing over him. Tuff held up eight fingers; Ruff held up seven: as though they were judges giving out a competitor's score. Tuffnut shrugged, "The judge from Berserker Island gave you a 'six'."

Hiccup and Astrid exchanged a look; Astrid smirked, and Hiccup shrugged. "Uh... Nice effort, Snotlout," Hiccup said, as the two of them came forward to join Snotlout and the Twins. "We all need to stay sharp, especially with those dragon- hunters on the loose." Snotlout managed a dazed grin, and gave the thumbs up. Hiccup turned to Astrid, "Astrid; you're up." Astrid nodded, picked up her axe, and moved to join Stormfly, where she waited.

"You should loosen your cap, a little, boy-o!" An unexpected voice said, "It maximizes the bone- shattering potential." It was Spitelout, Snotlout's father, making his way across the arena to join them; closely followed by his red- scaled Deadly- Nadder.

Snotlout's eyes widened, "_Dad_?"

"Spitelout. What a… what a… _pleasant_… surprise," Hiccup said, raising a hand in greeting. Astrid also nodded a greeting to the new arrival, accompanied by a 'slightly' forced smile.

Spitelout picked up one of three spears; the tips of which were embedded in the arena floor; and examined the tip. "Dull?" he said, turning to Snotlout and raising an eyebrow.

"Ha-ha; yah… I was just telling them that, dad." Snotlout said, moving forward to join his father. "Hey, did you see that–"

"I come with news from Berk," Spitelout announced, cutting Snotlout off. "There is to be a union, tomorrow, between two proud houses: our family, House Jorgenson, and…"

Astrid leaned closer to Hiccup, lowered her voice, and said, "What kind of muttonhead would marry into House Jorgenson?"

"Astrid's family; House Hofferson!" Spitelout finished.

Astrid's eyes widened, "Wait… did he just say… 'House Hofferson'?" She turned to Hiccup, as she spoke; Hiccup nodded.

"That is unprecedented," Fishlegs commented. "There has never been a union between these two families: Hoffersons have always disliked Jorgenson's, and–"

"Jorgensons have always _irritated_ Hoffersons," Astrid finished. Then she frowned, "Wait: this means … _Snotlout's_ going to be," her eyes widened in dismay, "_Family_?"

Snotlout walked over, chuckling, and clapped her on the shoulder. "What's the problem, Cuz? This is just going to bring us," he gestured from himself to her, "_closer_."  
>Astrid scowled, and jabbed Snotlout in the stomach with the butt of her axe. Snotlout staggered back several steps, gasping.<p>

"Welcome to the family, lass!" Spitelout said, grinning. "Now: on to business!" He turned away from them, and approached his dragon. When he returned, a moment later, he carried something; an object wrapped in a rich, purple cloth.

When Spitelout unwrapped the object, Snotlout's eyes widened. "Whoa: The Jorgenson Family Ceremonial Axe… There's never been a union without it!" He reached out a hand, reverently, towards the axe.

Spitelout clapped his son on the shoulder, while preventing him from touching the axe. "Aye. And, as you know, it'll need to be present tomorrow at Berks' secret matrimonial site; the island of Frigga; to chop down the betrothal- birch, for the wedding to be official." He nodded to his son, "So you, Snotlout, will be delivering it."

Snotlout took the axe: grinning, as he examined the blade. "Sweet!"

"That's quite an honor, Snotlout," Hiccup said.

Snotlout nodded, his eyes never leaving the axe he now held. "This privilege is only given to the bravest, and most feral, member of the Jorgenson Clan!" He spun to face them, "And you're looking at him!"

"I would've done it myself, if I weren't already responsible for procuring the beasts for the unions' ceremonial four- hundred boar feast." Spitelout told them.

"But I'm the family's _natural_ second choice," Snotlout said, confidently.

"And, of course, Edgelout wasn't available; he's still missing at sea," Spitelout continued, absentmindedly.

"_Third_ choice… That's still good," Snotlout said, though he was clearly disappointed.

"And then there was Griplout," Spitelout continued.

"Griplout?" Astrid asked, incredulously.

Hiccup frowned, "Are you talking about the Jorgenson who lost _both_ of his arms, in that freak mutton accident?"

"Aye," Spitelout said, nodding sadly. "He just couldn't get a good enough hold on the axe with his teeth." He turned to Snotlout. "Remember; there's a lot riding on this, boy-o! No axe, no wedding. And if there's no wedding…" He chuckled, "Well; hopefully you're at least smart enough to figure that out … Well: I have to be on my way; boars don't grow on trees!" He turned around, and started back towards his dragon.

Astrid turned to Hiccup, lowered her voice, and said, "Thank Thor I don't have to go to that ridiculous–"

At that precise moment, Spitelout turned back to them. "Oh, lass: your folks are expecting you to represent your family at the ceremony; so better get a move on!" Astrid gritted her teeth, but Spitelout seemed not to notice. "You too, Hiccup: you're representing the Haddocks; Stoick's orders."  
>Spitelout clambered back onto his Deadly- Nadder, and settled into his saddle. "See you both at the ceremony!" As the Nadder rose into the sky, they heard Spitelout shouting, "<em>SPITELOUT; SPITELOUT! OY; OY; OY!<em> _SPITELOUT; SPITELOUT! OY; OY; OY_!"

"Don't worry dad," Snotlout called, after them. "I've got this!" Spitelout didn't answer; and, a few minutes later, rider and dragon were out of sight.

_A few minutes later, _

Astrid turned to Hiccup, "I _can't believe_ this… I _can't believe_ Snotlout and I are going to be related!"

Hiccup put an arm around her, "I know, Astrid; but try to look on the bright side."

Astrid turned to face him. "The '_bright side'_… And what, exactly, would that be?"

Hiccup shrugged, ""Well: you already know how to 'deal with' Snotlout, when he gets annoying." Hiccup hesitated for a moment, then continued, "Also: Some marriage- pacts are made years beforehand; they involve family- connections, standing, honor, and the like." He turned to Astrid, "This could've been… 'Closer to home', if you take my meaning."

Astrid frowned, for a moment; then her eyes widened. "You… you don't mean…"

"I _don't think_ you have to worry, Astrid: as chief, my dad has final- say on validating pacts, on Berk. More than once, I've seen this… 'Gleam' in his eyes, when he sees the two of us together ... I think he saw where things were going, and has… 'Other ideas'." Hiccup cleared his throat, and averted his gaze; focusing on Snotlout, instead.

"Oh... that's…" Astrid said; then she, also, cleared her throat. Hiccup risked a glance, and saw that she too had averted her gaze; her cheeks were a little pink.

Their throat- clearing caught Snotlout's attention, and he turned to face them. "What are you looking at? I can do this!" As he spoke, he gestured with both hands; lost his grip on the axe, and it went flying into a nearby target.  
>An instant later, he realized what he'd done, and hurried off to retrieve The Jorgenson Family Ceremonial Axe.<p>

'**We should start getting ready: the three of you are expected.' **Toothless suggested, speaking so that all would hear. To Hiccup, Astrid, and Stormfly, the black- dragon added, **'If the Jorgensons show as little regard for their behavior at this ceremony, as they have in their choosing to have **_**Snotlout**_** deliver their **_**ceremonial- axe**_**…'** Toothless shrugged.

Astrid took a deep breath, and nodded. She glanced at Hiccup, then; and, for the briefest moment; Hiccup thought he saw a flicker of worry, in her face. Before he could be sure, it was gone.

**Part Two – The Armorwing**

_The following morning, an hour before noon_,

Hiccup, Astrid, and Snotlout left Dragon's Edge, bound for the island of Frigga. Hiccup and Astrid spent most of the journey talking; or just, quietly enjoying the trip.

Snotlout spent most of his time glaring at the ceremonial axe. After a few hours, he began grumbling aloud. "Humph… Last one picked; he could have more faith in me that that!" He was still staring down, resentfully, at the Family Axe. He glanced up; saw Hiccup and Astrid giving him stern looks. "What? What did I ever do?"

"Well, there was that time you brought all those Changewing eggs to Berk, and nearly destroyed the village." Astrid pointed out.

Snotlout crossed his arms, "Fishlegs's fault."

"There was the time you released the Skrill from its ice block," Astrid continued, "and nearly destroyed the village."

"Twins' fault," Snotlout said, without pause.

"Because you were goading them on," Hiccup added. "And what about that time you flew us into the waterspout; and crash-landing us on Outcast Island? _That was terrific_!"

"Act Of Thor," Snotlout said, stubbornly.

"Act of _Snotlout_!" Astrid argued.

"All I know; is that when Hookfang and I ride in with this axe; I'm going to shove it in all of their Jorgenson- faces: BOOM!" Snotlout began tossing the axe from his right hand to his left, and back. "'_No axe; no wedding, boy-o_!" As he spoke, he continued to toss the axe from his right hand to his left… and _missed_ the catch.  
>The axe plunged into the clouds below, and vanished from view. For a full five seconds, they stared at the place where the axe had vanished.<p>

Hiccup was the first to unfreeze, "Toothless: power- dive!" Toothless plummeted through the clouds, and shot downward: searching for any sign of the Jorgenson Family Axe. For the first five seconds; or so; Stormfly and Hookfang managed to keep pace with Toothless.

After that, the distance between Toothless and the other two dragons began to lengthen. Despite this advantage, they saw no sign of their precious cargo. Below them, the clouds parted, and an island came into view.  
>"It's got to be down there!" Snotlout said, desperation clear in his voice. "We have to go, and get it back!"<p>

"It could be anywhere," Astrid pointed out, gesturing at the island below. "That island isn't exactly tiny; assuming that it even landed there, and not in the ocean."

"We are finding that axe," Snotlout said, firmly. "We have until sundown."

_Two hours later_,

The second hour of their search was drawing to a close, and they had yet to find any sign of the Jorgenson Family Axe. Hiccup led the way, using 'Fury' to chop a path for them, through the overgrowth that blocked their path. He slashed through the last few bushes, and emerged into a fair- sized clearing.

Astrid came next, trying to stay as close to Hiccup as possible, and as far ahead of Snotlout as possible. She was in a surprisingly good humor, too. "Hey, is it too late to call Griplout?"

Snotlout scowled, "Oh, ho-ho; that's funny! Keep it up, Astrid; keep it up!" He rounded on Hiccup, "I still don't get why you're able to track down _Stormfly_, from miles away, and no idea where she was going; but you can't just find _my Family's Axe_, on this _one island_!" He gestured around them, "Can't you at least call out those shadowy Night- Furies from your armor? Seriously!"

Hiccup sighed, "Snotlout: we've been over this a dozen times, at least! The answer's the same now, as it was then."

Snotlout rolled his eyes, and leaned back against a tree, panting, hard. A moment later, their dragons; who'd been following their progress from above, and using Toothless's connection to Hiccup, to coordinate; landed, a short distance away.  
>As Snotlout pushed himself back to his feet, something caught his eye: light glinting off of metal. He squinted at it, and recognized the engraved designs; on the blade and handle; of the Jorgenson Family Ceremonial Axe!<br>"Ha-ha: there it is!" Snotlout said, triumphantly. "See! I'll just grab it, and we'll get back up in the air: Problem. Solved."

'**Something's not right,'** Hookfang said, growling, and looking around warily.

Toothless growled, in agreement, **'Hookfang's right: something else is here.' **

"What is it, girl?" Astrid asked, turning to Stormfly.

'**I don't know,'** Stormfly said. **'But I think we're about to find out.' **

The blade appeared to have embedded itself in a gap between two boulders. Snotlout rushed over to examine it, and shook his head, "And it's in one piece!"  
>He grasped the handle of the axe, and tried to pull it free; it didn't budge. He tried again, with no luck. He frowned, "Huh… it's really stuck in there." He braced his foot against one of the 'boulders', and tried a third time.<p>

The 'ground' beneath Snotlout's feet moved. He lost his balance, and fell to the ground. A moment later, he found himself staring up… at a dragon!  
>Numerous pieces of metal covered a large portion of the dragon's boy; weapons, lumps of ore, metal shields. And, firmly attached to its back, was the Jorgenson Family Axe! The dragon glared down at Snotlout, and roared.<p>

Snotlout scrambled to his feet, and dodged, as the dragon snapped at him. Then he ran around, and scrambled back onto its back. He seized hold of the axe- handle, "This is my family's axe; give it up!"

The dragon growled, and began thrashing around; trying to dislodge Snotlout, but he continued to cling to the axe- handle.

"Snotlout: let go of the axe!" Hiccup called.

"No way, Hiccup!" Snotlout said, stubbornly. "I'm not leaving this island without it!" Even as he spoke, the dragon launched itself into the sky, carrying Snotlout with it.

"He's going to get himself killed," Astrid said.

"What else is new?" Hiccup said, his tone exasperated. "Let's go."

Hookfang had already launched himself into the sky; Hiccup and Astrid scrambled onto their dragons' backs, and Toothless and Stormfly shot after them.

Once he got within range, Hookfang shot a blast of fire at the dragon. From his back, they could hear Snotlout shout "Hey: watch where you're blasting!"

"Keep blasting, Hookfang; we'll get in close!" Hiccup turned to Stormfly and her rider. "Astrid; follow me!" Toothless shot forward, and Stormfly surged after him.

The Night- Fury and the Deadly- Nadder shot around the rogue- dragon; Hiccup and Toothless escaped detection, but he noticed Astrid and Stormfly.  
>It whirled in their direction, and launched a pillar of blindingly bright flames.<p>

The flames missed Stormfly, but not by much. A moment later, Stormfly exclaimed, **'I… I can't see! I need to land!' **Immediately, she dropped towards the ground; she landed, safely, and began shaking her head; trying to clear the spots from her eyes.

Astrid dropped to the ground, and hurried to stand in front of her dragon. "Hang in there, Stormfly; you'll be fine!" Getting to her feet, she looked skywards, and called, "Hiccup: those blasts do a number on the eyes!"

"Good to know!" Hiccup called back. A split second later, the new- dragon shot past them, and brought its tail around; it collided with them. Toothless fell back, to regain his bearings. A split second later, Hookfang launched another fire blast. The dragon glared at them, then it jerked again; and, this time; it managed to send Snotlout flying.  
>Then, without a backward glance, the dragon shot into the sky; a moment later, it was gone.<p>

"It's gone." Astrid told Stormfly, who was only now beginning to regain her vision.

"And so is the axe," Snotlout said. Then he scowled, got to his feet, and charged in the direction the dragon had flown off in.

"Snotlout; what are you doing?" Hiccup called after him.

"There's still time!" Snotlout called; gesturing at the sun, which was more than halfway towards the western horizon. Hookfang hurried after him.

Hiccup turned to Astrid, but she shook her head, "_No_."

Hiccup sighed, "Astrid; we have to."

"This is his mess; let him clean it up!" Astrid said, gesturing after Snotlout. Hiccup met her gaze for a moment, though he said nothing. Astrid sighed, "Fine."

_Five minutes later_,

They found Snotlout and Hookfang crouching behind some bushes. Beyond the bushes, was a clearing; in the clearing, they saw the dragon, and several heaping piles of a variety of metal objects. "Well: there he is." Hiccup commented; as he, Astrid, Toothless, and Stormfly joined Hookfang and Snotlout.  
>As they watched, the dragon selected a piece from a pile, placed it against its body; and breathed fire, welding the new piece into place, among its fellows.<p>

"If it welds my axe to its body, I'll never get it back!" Snotlout said, and he started to move forward.

Hiccup caught him by the shoulder, "Easy, Snotlout: we can't risk another dust-up with old Armorwing, there."

"I cannot go to that wedding without the axe," Snotlout said, grimly.

"But we can't get close enough to pry it free," Astrid said. She turned to Hiccup, "Maybe you could try talking to him?"

Hiccup sighed, "That might've worked before, but after what happened the first time; he's not going to be happy to see us again. Especially now that we've tracked him to his metal- cache… He'll be defensive; he won't let us get anywhere near him."

"Hey: you know what's near here?" Snotlout turned to face them, "Hiccup; hand me your map." Hiccup handed Snotlout the map, and he unrolled it. "Aha: that's it!"

"What's it?" Hiccup asked, as he and Astrid moved in for a closer look at the map.

"We can't get close to that dragon," Snotlout gestured over his shoulder. "But something else can!"

Astrid rolled her eyes, "You know, you never really make much sense; but this is bad, even for you."

Hiccup was examining the map, "You want to go to Breakneck Bog, don't you? Bring in some Smokebreaths."

"They're the perfect dragons for the job!" Snotlout said, nodding.

Hiccup and Astrid exchanged a look. Hiccup turned back to Snotlout, "That's taking a big risk, Snotlout: Yes, the Smokebreaths should be able to get close enough to get the axe, but if they get away with it, we won't be any further ahead. Maybe we should just give this guy," Hiccup gestured towards the Armorwing, "a little more time to calm down, then I can try–"

"Time?" Snotlout asked. "We don't have time! Come on."

Hiccup and Astrid exchanged a look; sighed, and clambered back onto their dragons' backs. The three dragons walked a short distance on foot, so as not to alert the Armorwing to their presence, then rose into the sky; bound for Breakneck Bog.

**Part Three – Smokebreaths V.S. Armorwing **

_An hour later, on Breakneck Bog,_

Toothless, Stormfly, and Hookfang landed about fifty feet away from the entrance to the caverns that contained the Smothering Smokebreaths' nests.

"Snotlout; can I just remind you that Smothering Smokebreaths cannot be trained?" Astrid asked, as they scanned the surrounding area for any trace of the metal- snatching dragons.

Snotlout glanced back, "Maybe not, but they love metal; and they could be the only hope I have of getting that axe back!"  
>Cautiously, they made their way forwards, and into the Smokebreaths' nest.<p>

They found the cavern empty, but knew that they didn't have much time. Just as they were finishing gathering the loose scraps they needed, the sound of approaching dragons reached their ears. Seconds later, the Smokebreaths were pouring into the cavern; filling the air with the smoke they used, to hide themselves.  
>"Grab as much metal as you can carry; let's get these guys to the Armorwing!" Snotlout shouted.<br>None of them needed to be told twice: they grabbed what they could, and shot towards the cavern entrance. Then they were rising into the sky; with a colony of angry Smokebreaths close behind them.

"Ha-ha! Is this the best idea I've ever had, or what?" Snotlout asked, grinning; and turning in his saddle, to look at Hiccup and Astrid, as Toothless and Stormfly rose to join Hookfang.

"Bar's not really too high on that one; is it, Snotlout?" Hiccup asked; Astrid laughed.

Snotlout scowled. "Yeah? Well your bar's so … shut it, Hiccup!"

_Back on the Armorwing's island, _

When the Smothering Smokebreaths saw the Armorwing's metal- cache, they seemed to forget all about the metal stolen from their nests. They swarmed the piles.  
>A moment later, an angry growl sounded; emanating from a cave entrance, a short distance beyond the piles of metal objects. The Armorwing came into view; blasting fire at the Smokebreaths, trying to force them back. Instead of retreating, they swarmed him; one grabbed the Jorgenson Family Axe, and yanked it free.<p>

Snotlout grinned, "That's it: bring the axe to 'Snotty'!" Hookfang moved to intercept the Smokebreath, but it shot past him. "Hey, my axe! We had a deal, you little… deal- breaker!"

Hookfang turned, and shot after the smaller dragon. As they drew closer, Snotlout tried to snatch the axe out of the Smokebreaths' claws. The smaller dragon kept dodging.

Then Stormfly pulled up alongside them, and Astrid called, "I've got him, Snotlout; we'll funnel him toward you." Snotlout nodded, and Stormfly shot after the Smokebreath.  
>Stormfly launched a wave of spines from her tail, forcing the Smokebreath closer to the ground; then breathing fire, forcing it to turn back the way it had come.<p>

This time, Snotlout snatched the axe out of its claws. A moment later, Stormfly again pulled up alongside of Hookfang. "Thank you," Snotlout said, gesturing to Astrid with the axe.

Astrid nodded an acknowledgement, "Lets get back to Hiccup!"

They reached Hiccup just in time to hear him say, "Oh, no… what have we done?"

Astrid's eyes widened, "Hiccup; what's going on?"

Hiccup turned to face them, "The Armorwing _has no scales_; that's why it needs metal! If the Smokebreaths pull apart its armor, it'll be defenseless."

"So, what do we do?" Snotlout asked.

Hiccup told them the plan, and they got to work: First, they gathered a mound of scrap- metal into a ball. Toothless carried it skywards; sunlight glinted off of it, and the Smokebreaths launched themselves towards it. An instant before they reached it; Toothless let go, and flew clear. The Smokebreaths swarmed around their new prize, and carried it off, bound for Breakneck Bog.  
>Then they began flying scraps of metal 'through' the Armorwing's fire-blasts; then setting them into place, on the dragon's back: helping to repair its armor.<p>

Finally, the Armorwing stopped blasting fire; it stood there, looking at them. One by one, each of their dragons approached, and placed a piece of metal on the ground, by its feet. Toothless was last to do so, setting a square sheet of metal directly in front of him.  
>The Armorwing picked up the piece, in its mouth; set it into a gap on its back, and blasted it with fire: fusing it into place. Then it opened its wings wide, and roared something.<p>

Hiccup nodded, and turned to the others. "Well, sounds like we've earned his trust; but lets not push our luck."

Astrid glanced up, and gasped. "Sundown! Snotlout; you need to get out of here!"

Hiccup turned to Snotlout, nodding. "She's right; go on, we'll be right behind you." Hookfang rose into the sky, Snotlout on his back.  
>Hiccup and Astrid waited for a few minutes, and then Toothless and Stormfly took off; and set off after Snotlout.<p>

**Part Four – The Brawl**

_That evening, on the island of Frigga,_

The sun had set by the time Hookfang set down, on the beach of the island of Frigga. Snotlout slid down from the saddle, and his eyes widened as he took in the scene. "Oh, no…"

Broken tables, and overturned chairs were scattered down the length of the beach. And the only person present, standing with his back to them, was Snotlout's father, Spitelout.  
>Snotlout turned to his dragon, "Hookfang; we're too late."<p>

Toothless and Stormfly landed near by; and Hiccup and Stormfly came forward to join them. "Snotlout, we'll say it was our fault," Hiccup told him.

"Yeah," Astrid agreed. "We can say we're the ones that made you late."

"No," Snotlout turned to them, shaking his head. "It was my fault… I've got this." He turned, and approached his father; coming to a stop, at his side. "I know what you're going to say, dad: I messed up, again; I ruined the union ceremony; and I let you down, and all the Jorgensons down." Spitelout turned to look at him, his expression stern; and Snotlout turned to face him. "But you have no idea what I went through to get this here." Snotlout held out the axe. "I risked my life, and my friends' lives; fighting a gigantic torch- breathing dragon for this stupid thing… And if that's not good enough for you, then I guess I'm never going to be good enough for you!" Snotlout looked down, "There… I said it." He held out the axe, for his father. "So take your stupid axe, and sorry about the ceremony."

For a full ten seconds, nobody spoke. Then Spitelout's stern expression vanished, "What in Thor are you going on about, boy-o? There's not going to be a union!"

Snotlout's eyes widened, "There's not?"

Spitelout gestured around at the broken tables, "No; a brawl broke out, after a hassle earlier. It's a good thing you didn't get the axe here; it would've gotten really ugly." He clapped Snotlout on the shoulder, "But nice work anyway, son; knew I could count on you!"

Snotlout's relief was clear, in his expression.  
>"Well: our work's done, here! I've got four hundred boars to return." Spitelout picked up the two nearest boars, one under each arm, and set off on his way.<p>

**Part Five – A Misunderstanding **

_The following morning,_

As Toothless, Stormfly, and Hookfang were coming in for a landing, on Dragon's Edge; they saw a commotion, below them: Tuffnut sitting on Meatlug's back, while Meatlug struggled to get him off.  
>"What in the name of Thor…" Hiccup said, as they drew nearer.<p>

The dragons set down, and their riders dismounted. "Uh, guys… what's going on?" Hiccup asked, not entirely sure he wanted to know.

Tuffnut turned to them, "Hiccup: meet the 'Ingerman–Thorstentons'; we're the model of a modern Viking family!"

"We've only been gone a day; what _possibly_ could've happened?" Hiccup asked, incredulously.

Tuffnut shrugged, "You remember how I studied with the 'Officiator', back on Berk? Well: while you guys were gone, I kind of, accidentally, married Ruff and Fishlegs."

Astrid raised an eyebrow, "Tuffnut, I hate to break it to you, but you can't perform Viking unions."

Tuffnut frowned, "Wait, what? I can't? Are you sure?"

Snotlout laughed, "You never completed your training because the officiator jumped off a cliff, halfway through your first lesson … Ah, that was so funny!"

Tuffnut frowned, "Oh; yeah, right… It was probably a bad idea to hold classes on the edge of a cliff. I mean: we lost a lot of good educators that way."

Fishlegs and Ruffnut arrived on the scene, a moment later. Tuffnut turned to Fishlegs, "Hey, you remember how I married you and Ruff?" Fishlegs nodded, and Tuff continued, "Well: it turns out, I can't marry people after all, so… Presto: union dissolved."

"Fishlegs married Ruffnut?" Astrid asked, incredulously. She turned to Hiccup, "Wow… I guess anything is possible."

Hiccup grinned, and put an arm around Astrid. "Well, we know one thing for certain: no Hofferson will ever marry a Jorgenson."

"Never say never; right, Astrid?" Snotlout said, winking at her.

Astrid turned to face him, "_Never_."

_**To Be Continued…**_


	14. Chapter 14

**Snow Way Out **

**Part One – News of The Enemy**

_Dragon's Edge; several days later; evening, _

"I really thought we had it this time!" Fishlegs said; sounding disappointed. They had spent the better part of that afternoon testing the newest versions of their Gronkle- iron dragon armor.

For reasons they had yet to discover, the suits never seemed to last through their testing: after a few impacts, or too much aerial- maneuvering, pieces of the armor would start to come loose.

"Hey, this batch of Gronkle- armor lasted longer then the last one," Hiccup pointed out.

"So… what do we try next?" Fishlegs asked.

"I think we have to go thinner," Hiccup said. "That should make it lighter, and more flexible."

"But it won't make it 'Snotlout- proof'!" Snotlout said, smugly. "Nothing can." – Snotlout had been the one firing the net- launcher, and arrows, when the suits of armor had failed. And he'd been gloating about it ever since; as though it was a personal- victory, and not a problem that they needed to resolve.  
>"It's a good thing for you guys that I'm on your side!"<p>

Stormfly landed behind Snotlout as he spoke; and 'accidentally' bumped into him with her snout, knocking him over. "You are?" Astrid asked, from where she sat on Stormfly's back. "Oh… honestly, sometimes it's hard to tell."

"Astrid!" Hiccup grinned, and made his way over to join them. "You're back from Berk already?" Astrid and Stormfly had left, the previous afternoon; to check- in with her parents; and to make sure that all was well, back home.

"Never made it there," Astrid said. "I ran into Trader Johann, along the way, and he had some 'interesting' news… Hiccup: we need to talk."

_A few minutes later, _

Once they were all gathered, together, in the clubhouse, Astrid began to tell them what she'd learned. "Johann flagged me down, on the way to Berk, to tell me that he'd seen Ryker, Heather, and the Dragon- Hunters in the northern- markets; buying all the cold- weather gear they could get their hands on."

"Why would you buy winter gear in the summer?" Snotlout asked.

"_Hello_," Ruffnut turned to him, "that's when you get the _best prices_!"

Tuffnut nodded, "Ruff is an excellent shopper: she actually got both of our outfits; two for the price of one!"

Snotlout rolled his eyes, "No one's surprised about that."

Hiccup frowned, "Where would the Dragon- Hunters be going that would need heavy- weather gear, this time of year?" He turned back to Astrid, "Did Johann hear anything else?"

"They needed the gear right away," Astrid said. "And they were after something rare; a bone, or a claw."

"Or a tooth?" Hiccup suggested; the pieces coming together in his mind, along with a suspicion that he hoped would soon be proven wrong.

"The Snow- Wraith, of course!" Fishlegs said. "The Dragon- Hunters are after the Snow- Wraith to get one of its teeth!"

Tuffnut chuckled, "Yeah: good luck with that!"

Hiccup retrieved the Dragon- Eye from Toothless's saddlebag, and held it up for everyone to see. "The Dragon- Eye used to belong to The Hunters; they must know they need a Snow- Wraith tooth to make it work."

"Who cares?" Snotlout said, shrugging. "All it means it that they aren't coming our way."

"It means" Hiccup said, a little exasperatedly, "that if they do get their own key, they'll be coming for us next."

Astrid crossed her arms. "Please tell me you're not thinking what I think you're thinking." Astrid said, her eyes never leaving Hiccup's face, as he thought.

"Oh, he's thinking." Ruffnut said. Tuffnut nodded, "That is definitely his 'thinking face'."

"We can't let that happen." Hiccup's voice was firm, "Get a good nights sleep, gang: We leave for Glacier Island at first light."  
>Then Hiccup turned around, and left the clubhouse; Toothless close behind him.<p>

**Part Two – Glacier Island**

_The following morning, _

After a little over an hours' flight, the outline of Glacier Island appeared on the horizon. "Hey, can I ask a stupid question?" Tuffnut asked.

"You sure can!" Ruffnut told him, "Better then anyone I know!"

"Thank you, sister." Tuffnut said, completely missing the jibe. "Hiccup: are we actually trying to protect a dragon that, the first time we saw it, tried to kill us; _from Dragon- Hunters_, who _every time_ they see us, try to kill us?"

"And Heather and her dragon, don't forget them!" Ruffnut added, "They like to try and kill us too!"

"Heather won't be a problem," Astrid said.

"Why wouldn't Heather be a problem?" Fishlegs asked, uncertainly.

"Just that we…" Astrid hesitated. "We outnumber her, right."

Hiccup turned in his saddle, to face them. "Look… Heather or no- Heather; all we have to do is find the Snow- Wraith first, and relocate it to another island; where The Hunters won't find him. We'll start where Toothless and I found the Snow- Wraith last time."

_Fifteen minutes later,_

Moments after the dragons landed, and the riders dismounted and set foot on, Glacier Island; the wind picked up, and snow began to fall.  
>Toothless uttered his peculiar pitch of roar; then they waited, in silence.<p>

When a reasonable amount of time had passed, Hiccup asked, "Anything out there, bud?"

Toothless shook his head, but said nothing.

"If this is summer on Glacier Island," Ruffnut said, her teeth chattering, "it's no wonder they don't get any tourists."

"What would their slogan be?" Tuffnut wondered, aloud. "'If the Snow- Wraith doesn't kill you, the weather will'?"

Ruffnut turned to her brother, "Hey, that's a good slogan."

"That's a terrible slogan." Hiccup said, as he slid his dragon- scale helmet into place, and lowered the faceplate. "The good news is: if we run into any hunters, they won't have much luck with those dragon- root arrows in this weather."

"And the bad news…" Snotlout added, without finishing his sentence.

Hiccup turned, and saw Ruff and Tuff; both of them shivering uncontrollably; clinging to Snotlout. Hiccup frowned, "What are you two doing?"

"It's called 'body- heat management'." Ruffnut said.

"Also known as 'the Thorstenton sandwich'," Tuffnut chimed in. "Served cold."

"That's… horrifying." Hiccup turned back to the matter at hand. "Ok, why don't you guys set up camp? Astrid and I will scout the island."

_Twenty minutes later_,

Once they'd been in the air for about twenty minutes, Hiccup called across to Astrid. "Can you see anything, down there?"

"I can barely see you, half the time!" Astrid called back. She hesitated for a moment, then added, "Maybe we should split- up; cover more ground?"

"No; stick together!" Even as Hiccup said the words, Astrid and Stormfly vanished behind a wave of falling snow. When the air cleared, they were gone.

**Part Three – A Secret Rendezvous**

_Astrid;_

Guilt gnawed at Astrid, as Stormfly shot away from Hiccup and Toothless. They flew through the wind and snow: hardly able to see in front of them, or below. Astrid hoped they were flying in the right direction, and that they'd arrive in time.

_Fifteen minutes later,_

"Any sign of them, Stormfly?" Astrid asked, as she and her dragon scanned the snowy and icy peaks, below them.

Stormfly scanned the ground, below them. **'Down there.'**

Astrid turned; looked in the direction Stormfly had indicated, and let out a sigh of relief. "Good, we didn't miss them… Take us down, Stormfly."  
>A moment later; Stormfly landed, a short distance from the fire. Astrid slid down from Stormfly's back, drew her axe, and approached the dragon and rider next to the fire. "Well, well, well: Heather; fancy meeting you here. Surprised to see us?"<p>

Heather got to her feet, unsheathing her battle- axe as she did. "Surprised? Not really." For a full five seconds, the two young Vikings and dragons stood there; ready for a fight.  
>Then both girls lowered their axes; Heather pulled down the cloth that covered the lower half of her face, and smiled. "What kept you?"<p>

Heather and Astrid hugged. Then Astrid shrugged and said, "Hiccup isn't the easiest person to sneak away from."

Heather nodded, "Ryker thinks I'm out scouting." As she spoke, the four of them made their way back towards the fire Heather had started.

"How did you get him to come here, anyway?" Heather asked, as they sat, and held their hands out: warming them, over the flames.

"I just told him what you told me, but let him think it was coming from Trader Johann." Astrid explained. "Any problems on your end?"

"Well… Ryker doesn't trust anyone; and Dagur's paranoid, but so far I think I'm 'ok'." Heather said, shrugging.

Astrid raised an eyebrow, "You took care of Dagur?"

Heather grinned, "I sent him on a fool's errand: Looking for a _second_ Dragon- Eye."

Astrid chuckled, "That should keep him busy for a while! Ok: so fill me in."

Heather unrolled a map, holding it so that Astrid could see. "We've been here for two days, searching pretty methodically. According to Ryker, the Snow- Wraith digs itself an ice- cave to hibernate in, during the summer months."

Astrid's eyes widened. "We didn't know that… That explains the rush to get out here: probably to get a tooth from a hibernating Snow- Wraith." Heather nodded. Astrid frowned, "Too bad we don't know where the cave is."

Heather smiled, "But I think I might: Windshear and I spotted a cave on a plateau, about halfway up that mountain. You find a way to get Hiccup up there, to check it out. Meanwhile, I'll tell Ryker I didn't find anything, and try to keep him as far away as possible."

Astrid's guilt returned in full force, and Heather saw the change in her expression. "Astrid… what is it?"

Astrid sighed, "We should… tell Hiccup what we're doing; this doesn't feel right."

"No, we agreed," Heather's voice had an almost- pleading note to it.

"I've never lied to him before…" Astrid said, miserably.

Heather put a hand on her shoulder, "I know, but this is the best way to take the Dragon- Hunters down: from _the inside_!"

"Hiccup could help us," Astrid insisted. "He's _really good_ at this stuff!"

Heather sighed, "He also cares too much… Astrid; if we told Hiccup that I was spying on The Hunters, we both know he'd try to pull me out of there! I am this close, to getting to Viggo… I can't quit now!"

"I get that, but–" Astrid sighed, "I _really hope_ you're right, Heather; because if any of the other riders got hurt, or you got hurt, because I held something back… I'd never forgive myself."

"Nothing will go wrong," Heather said. "Trust me."

_A few minutes later_,

Astrid and Heather said their goodbyes; clambered onto their dragons' backs, and rose into the sky. Heather and Windshear made to return to The Hunters' camp: Astrid and Stormfly to rejoin the other dragons and riders.  
>Several minutes passed in silence, then Stormfly sighed. <strong>'Astrid…' <strong>Her voice drifted to silence, as though she weren't sure how to phrase what she was thinking.

"What is it, Stormfly?" Astrid asked; worried by the deep feeling of sadness she heard in Stormfly's voice.

'**You **_**lied to him**_**, Astrid; **_**you lied to Hiccup: b**_**oth by omission, and to his face. After everything he's done for you; everything he's said about trust and openness, in relationships…' **Stormfly sighed, and her voice softened. **'I don't know how else to say it: Astrid; your promise to Heather… it could cost you your relationship with Hiccup. I think he already suspects that you're holding something back; and, whether or not Heather's plan works; it'll eventually mean admitting to him that he's right.' **

Astrid felt as though she'd been punched in the gut; she felt a tear slide down one cheek. "Oh, gods; you're right… I hadn't even thought of that!"

'**What are you going to do?' **Stormfly asked.

Astrid didn't need to think about it. "I'm going to tell him; all of it, as soon as we get back to The Edge, and… and I'll do whatever it takes to make it up to him."

**Part Four – The Snow- Wraiths' Cavern**

_One hour later,_

"… So, when I spotted the cave from the air, it got me thinking," Astrid was saying: as she led Hiccup, and the other dragons and riders, towards the ice- cave. "The last time we were all here, the Snow- Wraith was on us right away: Why not this time? Maybe because its hiding- out; or hibernating, or something; in that cave." Astrid had been 'directing' her words at Hiccup, who was riding on Toothless's back, next to her and Stormfly.

"That's not a bad theory," Fishlegs commented, from just behind them.

"I agree," Hiccup nodded, his attention fixed on Astrid. "I'm just wondering how it was that you came all the way out here, when you and I were scouting in the opposite direction."

"I must've… gotten lost." Astrid said; keeping her eyes fixed on Stormfly's saddle, as she spoke.

"'_Gotten lost_'?" Hiccup asked, incredulously.

"Fine: I got carried away, ok… you know how I am." Astrid said, meeting Hiccup's eyes for the briefest moment, and then looking away again.

"Yes, I do." Hiccup said, "But you can't just go off on your own like that, Astrid; I rely on you."

Astrid's eyes widened, as another wave of guilt washed over her. But all she could bring herself to say, just then, was, "Ok."

_Fifteen minutes later,_

It took another fifteen minutes for the dragons to reach the cave; they'd elected to travel on foot, to reduce the likelihood of an encounter with The Hunters.  
>Astrid was first to spot the cave entrance, and turned to point it out to Hiccup. "I'll go check it out," she offered.<p>

"We'll _all_ go check it out." Hiccup said; the look he gave her was sterner than usual, and there was an edge to his voice that she'd never heard before.

'_He knows I'm holding something back_.' Astrid realized, her heart sinking. '_I'll make it up to you, Hiccup; I promise._'  
>Hiccup and Toothless approached the cave, the others following close behind. A moment later, Hiccup had dismounted, and moved to examine some scratch marks on the wall.<br>Then he turned to them, and nodded. "Well: we've definitely found the right cave. Alright: lets take it slowly, and quietly."

_Five minutes later, _

They continued to make their way down the tunnel, until an unexpected sound reached their ears; coming from… Hiccup's eye's widened, "Behind us!"  
>Even as he spoke; Toothless, who had also heard the sound, shot a plasma- blast between his legs; towards the cave entrance. And just in- time: the blast met the first wave of dragon- root tipped arrows in midflight, disintegrating them on impact.<br>"Everybody down!" Hiccup ordered, and the other hurried to take cover.

"Spine- shot!" Astrid shouted; and Stormfly sent a wave of Nadder- spikes speeding towards the Dragon- Hunter archers, who scattered.

From the cave entrance, they heard a voice say, "Can't you control that beast? She gave us away!"

Then they heard Heather's voice, "She's a dragon covered in spikes, walking on ice; what do you expect?"

"You keep that thing quiet," the voice replied, "or I will." And then, a moment later, "Go!" Ryker's men charged into the cavern. About a minute later, the sounds of combat reached their ears, and several loud reverberations.  
>Then Ryker's men emerged, several of them being supported by their comrades.<p>

_Inside the cave, _

Astrid turned to Hiccup, "What do you think their next move is going to be?"

"Surrender?" Ruffnut suggested.

"Or they could do that." Fishlegs said, nervously, pointing towards the entrance.

A man had entered the cave: tall and muscular, clad in what appeared to be a dragon- skin tunic. At his waist, he wore a thick leather belt, with a skull- shaped belt buckle. He held a sword in his left hand, and gestured with the blade as he shouted to them. "_DRAGON RIDERS; SEND OUT YOUR LEADER, TO TALK_!"

Astrid turned to Hiccup. "It's got to be a trap… I should go out; see what their game is." Silently, she added, '_So I can make- up, even if only a little bit, for not telling you about Heather's spying on The Hunters.'_

Snotlout shrugged, "Yeah, let Astrid go."

"_HICCUP HADDOC_!" Ryker continued, "_LETS TALK THIS OUT; LIKE MEN_!" A moment later, they heard the sound of something crunching through ice. Hiccup peered around the icy columns they were using for cover; and saw that Ryker had plunged his sword into the cavern floor, about halfway up to the hilt.  
>It was the widely- accepted means to call for a meeting between leaders, on opposite sides of a conflict, to discuss their differences.<p>

"Oh, I don't like the sound of that!" Fishlegs said, nervously.

"If there's one chance, to settle this without bloodshed," Hiccup told the others, I have to try." Toothless warbled something to Hiccup, but Hiccup shook his head. "No, bud; if it's a trap, I'll need you to get me out of there."  
>Hiccup lifted the visor on his dragon- scale helmet, and stepped around the pillar.<p>

"Humph… I don't see what Dagur's so concerned about; you don't look like much." Ryker commented, when he saw Hiccup.

"Well, Astrid was right: you look like a psycho." Hiccup countered. "But believe me: Dagur has good reason to be afraid; and so will you, if you push your luck. But on to the matter at hand: what do you want?"

"The Dragon- Eye," Ryker replied. "Hand it over!"

"So you can use it to hunt, and kill, more dragons?" Hiccup shook his head, "Not a chance."

"It belongs to us; The Hunters!" Ryker announced. "You stole it from our ship, and _I will_ have it back."

"We _salvaged_ it from a wreck that had been left untouched for years," Hiccup countered. "If it really belonged to your tribe, and you wanted it so badly, you had more then enough time to retrieve it yourselves. You're not getting it; not today."

"Oh, no?" Ryker asked. "Look around: We're in front of you; and the Snow- Wraith, is behind … One time offer: hand over the Dragon- Eye, and you're free to go."

Hiccup chuckled, "Right… Tell me something, Ryker: even if I was willing to hand over the Dragon- Eye, which I'm not, why should I take you at your word… for anything?" Hiccup's voice hardened, "So, here's my one- time offer: walk away now, or I'll show you why Dagur's so '_concerned_' about me."

"Don't say I didn't give you a chance," Ryker said, bending down to pick up his sword.

As he did, Astrid spotted the archers who'd slipped into the cave, behind Ryker; who now had drawn bows, ready to fire! "Hiccup; it's a trap!"  
>By the time she'd spoken, Hiccup had slid down the visor of his Night- Fury helmet. Three seconds later: the arrow had bounced off the faceplate, and dropped to the ground.<p>

Ryker rose to his feet, and frowned at Hiccup. Hiccup's eyes now glowed the greenish- yellow of a Night- Fury. **"Don't say I didn't give you a chance,"** Hiccup said, his tone mocking. He drew 'Fury', and took a step forward. Then another. And another.

When Ryker noticed the change, his own eyes widened, "Archers: focus your fire on the boy!" The cavern filled with 'clinking' sounds: as the archers launched wave after wave of arrows at Hiccup, and each of them bounced off.  
>Astrid, the other riders, and their dragons; peered around their icy- pillars, and watched in awe. Hiccup was advancing, slowly, his sword at his side, as volley after volley of arrows bounced off of his black armor.<br>Then Ryker gave his next order: "Fall back! Fall back; to the entrance!"

Hiccup chuckled, **"Leaving so soon, Ryker? Ah, well… next time, then." **He caught sight of Heather and Windshear, then, standing near the entrance; wide- eyed, neither moving; until they realized that he'd spotted them, and didn't look happy about it.  
>A moment, later the Dragon- Trappers, Heather, and Windshear vanished from view.<p>

Once the last of the Dragon- Hunters were outside; Hiccup's eyes returned to their normal color, and he sagged against the nearest rocky outcropping. By the time Astrid, the other riders, and their dragons reached him; Hiccup was back on his feet.

Before any of them could speak, they heard Heather and Ryker's voices. A moment later, they caught a glimpse of Windshear breathing fire at the cavern entrance; then the entrance to the cave collapsed.

"Is everyone alright?" Hiccup asked, as he and Toothless hurried to check on the others.

"Define 'alright'," Fishlegs said; his voice shaky, as he and Meatlug got to their feet.

"Why would Ryker seal himself off from the key?" Snotlout asked.

"He wasn't sealing himself out," Astrid told him. "He was sealing us in."

"Astrid's right," Hiccup said. "Ryker figures we'll fight the Snow- Wraith for him; and then he'll come in, and deal with whoever survives. But I have no intention of fighting the Snow- Wraith: I'll explain the situation to him; that its not safe here, and we'll find somewhere else for him to hibernate."

They arrived at the end of the tunnel, and found themselves in a massive cavern. And, gathered together, in the middle of the cavern, lay _three_ sleeping Snow- Wraith dragons. One of them was stirring. A moment later, it opened its eyes, got to its feet, and turned in their direction.  
>The dragon roared at them, and the noise woke the other two. Then all three of the Snow- Wraiths were edging towards them, growling. Hiccup moved forward, Toothless at his side, and began to growl words in their own language: the language of dragons.<p>

For whatever reason, these three Snow- Wraiths were far more 'accommodating' then the ones they'd encountered on their first trip to the island; as a group, or the time it had been just Hiccup and Toothless.  
>Once they were satisfied that they were in no immediate danger, the Snow Wraiths agreed to hear Hiccup out. And, when he finished, they agreed to relocate to another cavern.<p>

Hiccup nodded, and turned to face the others. "Ok: the Snow- Wraiths have agreed to relocate. Now we need a way to get them, and ourselves, out of this cavern without getting cornered by the hunters…"  
>As he spoke, a few chips of ice fell from the ceiling. When they looked up, Hiccup immediately realized why: "The Hunters are tunneling their way into the main cavern! They wanted us to startle the Snow- Wraiths, and send them out one of their tunnels so they could trap them… That means the main entrance won't be guarded! Come on: we've got to get out before they realize the Snow- Wraiths have already left!"<p>

They burst through the cave entrance moments before the Ryker and two of his men came into view, around the corner. By then, however, the Snow- Wraiths were long- gone.

Hiccup smiled down at him, "Hello, Ryker; looks like you're in a bit of a tough spot!"

An instant later, Windshear dove into view, and Ryker clambered onto Windshear's back, behind Heather. "Sorry, Hiccup; but we've got to go!" Heather called, and then they were speeding away from them.

"Heather." Hiccup's eyes narrowed, and Toothless shot after the fleeing Razorwhip. Ryker shot several arrows at them, but they all bounced off of Toothless's scale- armor. Ryker reached for another arrow, but his quiver was empty.  
>Just as Toothless was about to launch a plasma- bolt, Astrid and Stormfly appeared directly in their path. "Astrid; look out!" Toothless dodged around, and sped ahead of, Stormfly; and prepared to launch the plasma- bolt.<p>

"Hiccup, no!" Stormfly shot after them, getting as close as she could; then Astrid cried, "Heather's with us!"

Toothless came to a full stop; and, a moment later; Heather, Windshear, and Ryker vanished from view. Toothless turned to face Astrid and Stormfly.

Hiccup looked at her, incredulously. "_What did you just say_?" Astrid opened her mouth to speak, but Hiccup held up a hand, "You know what: never mind; don't say _anything_, right now, ok... We'll figure this out back on The Edge."

**Part Five – The Truth**

_That evening, back on Dragon's Edge, _

"Heather pretended to join Dagur, to get close to him, to avenge her family." Astrid explained. She was standing in front of the table in the clubhouse. Fishlegs, Meatlug, Ruff and Tuff stood in front of her; Hiccup and Toothless stood behind her, nearest to the door. Astrid couldn't bring herself to look at him; though she knew she would have to, soon. "When she found out about his alliance with the Dragon- Hunters, she decided to get closer to him, to find out more."

"But when you were on Ryker's boat, you and Heather were fighting," Ruffnut pointed out.

Astrid nodded, "That's what we wanted people to think."

"So… Heather's _not_ evil?" Snotlout asked, "There goes that dream."

"Oh; I knew she was good at- heart!" Fishlegs said.

Astrid took a deep breath, and turned to face Hiccup. "Hiccup; would you say something… _please_?"

The room became very quiet, very still; no one moved; no one seemed to breathe. Hiccup simply stood there, silent: clenching and unclenching his fist. Finally, Toothless came forward, and gave him a light thump on the arm.  
>Finally, Hiccup sighed. In an almost- hollow voice, "We're supposed to be a team, Astrid."<p>

Astrid felt tears start to form in her eyes. "I know… I should've told you; I wanted to, I really did."

"But you didn't." Hiccup said, quietly.

"I'm sorry." Astrid said, struggling to keep her voice steady. "But, without Heather; The Hunters would have a key to the Dragon- Eye right now; and those Snow- Wraiths wouldn't be safe in another cavern."

"That still doesn't explain why you wouldn't let Toothless and me take her and Ryker down," Hiccup said. "Astrid: we could've captured _the head _of the Dragon- Hunters!"

Astrid took a deep breath, "Hiccup; Ryker isn't the head of the Dragon- Hunters. According to Heather, their real leader is somebody named 'Viggo Grimborn'."

"Wow: awesome name!" Ruffnut said, "Scary, but awesome!"

"I don't know: Viggo Grimdeath would be cooler," Tuffnut commented. "Or maybe 'Grimskull' … 'Grimskull'!"

"He lives in the shadows," Astrid continued; looking Hiccup in the eye, now, desperate to make things right between them. "Everyone is afraid of him, including Ryker. Heather hasn't met him yet, but she's our best shot at drawing him out."

Hiccup turned away from her; and, without a word, or a backward glance; he turned, and walked to stand in the doorway. For almost a full minute, he simply stood there, silent and unmoving.  
>Finally, he turned back. "Well: I hope she knows what she's doing, for all of our sake… Do you still trust her, Astrid?"<p>

Astrid hesitated, and then nodded. "She could've told them a lot of things about us, but she hasn't."

Hiccup inclined his head, "I suppose it's a good thing you trust her, then, because _I don't_." He ignored the others' gasps. "Not anymore. This time, she'll have to earn my trust; and I will give her a chance to do so. Until she does, however, she is _neither_ a member of this team, nor are she or Windshear welcome on The Edge … Make sure to tell her that, Astrid, the next time you see her; so she understands the situation."

Astrid sighed, and nodded, "I'll tell her." She hesitated, for a moment, then asked "And Hiccup: what about…" her voice broke. "What about '_us_'… are… are we…?" She couldn't bring herself to finish the question.

Hiccup turned to the others, "If the rest of you would give us a few minutes to ourselves." Fishlegs, Meatlug, Snotlout, Hookfang, Ruff and Tuff, and their dragons filed out of the room. Stormfly got to her feet, tilting her head towards the door, in a silent question. "I'd like you to stay, Stormfly; this involves all four of us."

They waited until the others had mounted their dragons, and vanished from view.

By the time they were gone, Astrid was struggling to maintain her composure. Before Hiccup could open his mouth, she said, "Hiccup: If you're mad at me, I won't blame you; if you need to pass down some punishment, I won't argue; but _please, please, please_; don't… don't end our relationship! I… I can't…"  
>The mere thought, the possibility, was too much; she fell to her knees, and started to sob.<p>

Astrid couldn't see clearly; but, a moment later, she felt Hiccup put his arms around her; he was… _hugging_ her. Then Hiccup said, "I'm not happy about this, Astrid; I won't pretend otherwise. But we've been together almost three years, now, and you've never lied to me before: I _know_ you haven't … Astrid: We _can_ get through this."

Tears continued to flow from her eyes, but Astrid managed to meet Hiccup's gaze. Hiccup's eyes were… the same as they'd been _before_ he'd found out that she'd been lying. "You mean… you… you're _forgiving_ me? Just… just like that?"

Hiccup nodded. "I am. You and I, _we have something_, we both know it; but if this is going to work, we need to be able to trust one another. If you know something I should, I need to know that you'll tell me; if it's supposed to be a surprise, and I'll find out when it's ready, that's fine." He brushed a strand of hair out of Astrid's face. "Just promise me one thing, Astrid: No more lies, or half- truths; from now on… Can you do that?"

It took Astrid a minute to form the words; but, when she spoke, she meant it with her heart and soul. "I will _never_ lie to you again, Hiccup; I promise. I wish I hadn't lied at all."

Hiccup met her gaze for a long moment, and smiled. "I believe you… Now: what are we?"

Astrid almost frowned. "A couple."

Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "Well, yes: that too… but what else?"

The answer came to her, and she smiled, "A team within a team." Hiccup nodded, his smile widening. He got to his feet, and held out a hand, to help her up. Astrid smiled, wiped the last of the tears from her eyes, and took it.

_**To Be Continued… **_


	15. Chapter 15

**Edge of Disaster**

**Part One – Two Dummies**

_A few days later, morning,_

Stormfly began her descent towards Dragon's Edge. Astrid lay, stretched out, on her Deadly- Nadder's back. They had risen early, that morning, to find the sky bright and clear; perfect weather for flying.  
>"Ah, I could stay up here all day!" Astrid said, as she sat up; and settled back into the saddle, on Stormfly's back. "But: we've got work to do; don't we, girl?" – Stormfly nodded in silent agreement.<p>

They reached the watchtower, which had been their destination, a few minutes later. "Hey; guys: you are officially relieved from guard- duty!" Astrid called down, cupping her hands around her mouth, to better project her voice.

Neither of the two figures, in the tower below, moved. Astrid frowned, "Stormfly; get me in close, would you?"

A few moments later, Stormfly landed on the watchtowers' platform. Astrid dismounted, and made her way forward, "Why do we have to go through this every single–"  
>Astrid's sentence went unfinished: Before her, two target- dummies stood where the sentries; Ruff and Tuff; were supposed to be. They had left their helmets, on the dummies' heads, to complete 'the look'; but there was no sign of the Twins, themselves.<br>"Are you kidding me?" Astrid asked, scowling and incredulous. She stormed forward, snatched the helmets off of the two dummies, and clambered back onto Stormfly's back.

Stormfly shared Astrid's irritation. **'Why can't those two ever just do what they're told? They goof off; waste time on pointless projects, and get offended when someone asks why they don't contribute.' **

"Well, we've got their helmets: they can't pretend they were here," Astrid said, as she settled back into her saddle. "Lets go check- in with Hiccup; see what he says."

_A few minutes later, just outside the clubhouse_,

"They didn't stand their watch, Hiccup," Astrid said; holding one of the Twins' helmets, one in each hand, as she spoke. "Those dummies left two _dummies_ in their place."

Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "You know: those dummies could, conceivably, be just as effective as the Twins."

"Not funny!" Astrid told him, "We built that watchtower so that…"

"I know why we built it, Astrid." Hiccup said, his tone calm, as he moved to join them.

"I just don't understand how this isn't making you completely insane," Astrid said.

"Because then there would be _two_ crazy people in this conversation, and we probably wouldn't resolve anything." Hiccup said, shrugging.

Astrid blinked, "Are you saying I'm–"

Hiccup placed a hand on her shoulder, "Astrid; let me talk to the Twins: I'll get their side of the story, and then we can figure out what we need to do."

Astrid sighed, "I guess it's a start." As she spoke, the Twins' Zippleback landed on the platform: Ruff and Tuff in the saddles, on its back. Astrid turned in the direction of the noise, "Well, if it isn't our _crack security- team_." She tossed them their helmets.

Tuffnut caught his, unabashed. "Please, please, please: There's no need to shower us with accolades."

"Tuff, you left _two dummies_ to protect this entire base," Astrid told him. "What were you thinking?"  
>An instant after she'd spoken, a Terrible- Terror came in for a landing on Hiccup's shoulder. Hiccup untied the scroll from the dragon's leg, and unrolled it.<p>

"'Dummies', you say?" Tuffnut asked.

"She does." Ruffnut confirmed: turning first to her brother, and then back to Astrid. "Poor confused thing."

"What you fail to realize, in your foggy morning state," Tuffnut announced, "is that those… are not 'dummies'; they are… 'Scare- ships'!"

"Scare- ships?" Astrid repeated, incredulously. "You're serious."

"You didn't see any ships near the island, did you?" Ruffnut asked, as though that proved something.

"I think not!" Tuffnut declared. "And why? Because they were, appropriately, _scared away_; by the appropriately named _scare- ships_."

Astrid raised an eyebrow, and turned to Hiccup. "Are you following any of this?"

"Not super-closely," Hiccup admitted. "I'm actually reading this: it's from Johann; he's in trouble."

**Part Two – Distress Call **

_Fifteen minutes later,_

"You _are not_ leaving me with these two muttonheads," Astrid said, her tone pleading, as she came to stand by Hiccup and Toothless. She gestured towards Ruff and Tuff, who were following just behind her.

"She knows we're standing right here, right?" Tuff asked, turning to his sister.

Hiccup sighed, "Look: Johann is surrounded by Dragon- Hunters, and his ship is taking on water; we have to get out there and help him."

"Then let me saddle up Stormfly; I'll be there in–" Astrid persisted.

"Astrid: you need to stay here, and hold down The Edge," Hiccup said. "And make sure nothing happens to the Dragon- Eye." He held the Dragon- Eye out for her to take.

Reluctantly, Astrid took it. "I can't believe what's happening: this may actually be the worst day in history!"

"Astrid: Right now, Snotlout has the only working dragon- armor; Toothless has his armor, and Meatlug is immune to the Dragon- Hunters' arrows." Hiccup said; placing one armored hand on her shoulder, as he spoke. "It just makes sense that we're the ones to go."

"Hiccup, please," Astrid pleaded, "for all that is sacred in Thor's world; you cannot leave me alone with these two–"

"What'll you say?" Tuff interjected, "Simpletons? Blockheads?"

"I was always partial to 'dimwit', myself," Ruffnut commented. "It rolls trippingly, off the tongue."

"Oh, yeah," Tuff agreed. "Watch this: 'what would dim, with the Twins' dim wits, if dimwits would wit dim?'" He and Ruff chuckled, then Tuff added, "Say that five times fast!"

"You see what I'm talking about, right?" Astrid asked, turning back to Hiccup.

"Hey; it's not like we woke up this morning hoping to spend twenty- four- seven with you, either, Astrid." Tuffnut said, "You are not exactly a picnic, and I think you know what I'm saying: you have never been a blanket, on a grassy field, with delicious food."

Hiccup groaned, and clapped a hand to his forehead. Tuffnut continued, "But we are team- players: we will do what is necessary for the good of the group. Hence: we shall remain behind, and enjoy your good company; Astrid."

Astrid groaned, and Hiccup gave her a quick one- armed hug. "We'll be back by tomorrow at the latest. Just… do the best you can; and try to get along, please."

Astrid sighed, nodded, and watched; as Hiccup, Fishlegs, and Snotlout clambered onto their dragons' backs. Then Toothless, Meatlug, and Hookfang rose into the sky. And, a few minutes later, they vanished from view.

**Part Three – Ready The Defenses**

The moment the others were gone, Tuffnut said, "Ok: I think that the first team- building exercise we should perform, is that of going back to sleep! Oh, as a 'team', of course."

"Couldn't agree more," Ruffnut said, nodding. "What say you, Astrid?"

"I have to go hide this," Astrid said, holding up the Dragon- Eye. "And when I get back, I expect both of you to be sweating profusely from hard work." Without waiting for a reply, she turned; walked back to Stormfly; clambered into the saddle on her back, and the blue dragon rose into the sky.

_Several hours later_,

They spent the next few hours preparing defenses; and, in Astrid's case, struggling not to lose her patience every two minutes. Whenever she paused, to examine the plans she'd done up; Ruff and Tuff would start complaining.

"We've done all of these already?" Tuffnut asked, considering a pile of stacked logs. "Man, we are kicking some serious–"

"No, no, no," Astrid said. "That's your _first one_. All the others, I did by myself. _Go team_." The sarcasm in the last two words was clear.  
>The Twins dropped their log next to the others; and, in doing so, destabilized the pile, and sent them all rolling off the edge of the cliff. For a moment, nobody spoke.<p>

Astrid sighed, "You know what: I'll get the rest of the lumber myself. You two start lashing together some poles, for the first level of stairs… Do you think you can handle that?"

_About an hour later,_

The next time she returned to the cliff top, Astrid found the Twins tangled up in a length of rope; they had not, however, actually accomplished anything. She rolled her eyes, stacked the lumber she'd brought; and went to get more.  
>When she returned, there was no sign of them. A shouted exclamation made her turn around; and she saw first Tuff, and then Ruff; speeding down the zip line, from the cliff top above them. When they reached the bottom, they landed on the pile of lumber she'd been about to add to. And, once again, the logs went rolling over the edge of the cliff.<p>

Astrid winced. Then Tuffnut turned to her, grinning, "Astrid, you have got to try this! The landing's a little rough, but this could truly come in handy!"

Ruffnut turned to her. "Astrid; we know this wasn't what you were planning, but we really think we're on to something here! The stairs have their own use, for sure, but–"

Astrid dropped the lumber she's been carrying; she'd had enough. "Oh; it can, huh?"

Ruff nodded, "Yes; in the right situations…"

"And what situations would that be, exactly, Ruffnut?" Astrid asked, trying to be fair.

"Uh, well…" Ruff and Tuff exchanged a look, but neither of them had an answer ready.

"You have no clue, do you?" Astrid waited for a moment, and then continued. "Didn't think so. And do you know why? … Because the two of you don't think: you don't plan. You just come up with these crazy ideas, and you forge ahead: with no regard for logic, or what you're even supposed to be doing. What am I going to do with you guys? Seriously: what?"

Ruffnut scowled at her, "Well you could start by being kind. Oh wait: you can't do that; because 'kindness' is nowhere in that scrawny little body of yours!"

Astrid's eyes widened, "What?"

Tuff put a hand on Ruff's shoulder, "Easy there, sis…"

Ruff threw him off, "Back up, bro; I've got this." She turned back to Astrid, and moved toward her.

"Do you know what your problem is, Ruffnut?" Astrid asked.

"You bet I do; I've got a list of problems so long, I can't even keep track." Ruff replied. "The question is: do you know what your problem is, Astrid?"

"'_My problem_'?" Astrid asked, her eyes widening again. "Are you serious?"

"Allow me to lay it out for you, my flaxen- haired friend." Ruffnut continued, "You have no respect for the people around you who are just trying to help, and be part of the team. You have no respect for Fishlegs; certainly none for Snotlout, and you _couldn't have less respect for the two of us_." Ruff's voice, which had been getting louder as she went on, returned to normal. "Now you can go ahead and shame the others; you can mock this entire island of dragons, if you wish; but _I am not going to stand here and listen to you insult the entire Thorstenton family- tree_!" With that, Ruffnut turned, and stormed off. 

Astrid turned to Tuffnut, "She's wrong, you know: I… I do," she sighed, "re-spect you guys."

Tuffnut shook his head, "Please: you can barely even say it… So sad, Astrid; so, so sad." He walked past Astrid, heading in the direction Ruffnut had gone.

For a long minute, Astrid stood there: unmoving. Finally, she took a deep breath, and looked up, at the empty sky. "Hiccup; where are you, when I need you?"  
>Hiccup would know what to do, what to say; he always did. Without him, she felt… lost.<p>

**Part Four – Hunted Dragons**

_Half a days' flight from Dragon's Edge; Hiccup, _

Hiccup looked up from his map; and turned to Snotlout, Fishlegs, and their dragons. "Ok: from Johann's message, and what his Terrible- Terror told me, we should find Johann somewhere around here."  
>They shot over a cluster of sea- stacks, and saw Johann's boat; and it was under attack, not by Dragon- Hunters, but by wild- dragons; very angry, very aggressive, wild- dragons.<p>

"I wonder what Johann did to get them so mad," Fishlegs wondered, as their dragons began the descent towards Johann's ship.

Snotlout snorted, "Probably told them one of his dumb stories."

"Not funny, Snotlout." Hiccup rolling his eyes.

'**Fishlegs makes a good point,'** Toothless agreed. **'Look at them: Deadly- Nadders, Gronkles… they shouldn't be this aggressive.'**

"Good point, bud," Hiccup said, taking a closer look at the dragons. "Come on, lets get Johann out of there; and be careful: we don't want to hurt any of those dragons."

"What about them hurting us?" Snotlout asked. "Somehow that never seems to enter your mind."

Then Trader Johann was calling up to them, "Master Hiccup; they're everywhere!" A moment later, the wild- dragons took notice of them, and several shot towards them.

"Evasive maneuvers!" Hiccup shouted, and the three dragons split up: evading the wild- dragons as they snapped at them; and, in the case of the dragons, launching the occasional blast of fire to make the wild- dragons scatter.  
>With every pass they made, over Johann's boat, more of the wild- dragons rose into the sky.<p>

Once the last dragon had risen into the sky, Johann's expression became thoughtful. "You know, this reminds me of the time I was attacked by a flock of rabid wild- fruit bats off the coast of Palou."

Hookfang shot past, a moment later; and Snotlout shouted, "Stop talking; you're only making them angrier!"  
>A moment later, Fishlegs cried out. Hiccup turned, and his eyes widened: one of the wild- dragons had plucked Fishlegs out of the saddle on Meatlug's back! One of the other dragons slammed into Meatlug, and sent her flying.<br>Then, as one, the wild- dragons began to fall back; retreating to a near- by island, and taking Fishlegs with them!"

_A few minutes later, on the deck of Johann's ship, _

Toothless and Hookfang landed on the deck of Johann's ship; and, after Hiccup explained that they needed to regroup, before they saved Fishlegs; Meatlug joined them.  
>Hiccup turned to Johann, "Johann: did the wild- dragons take anything from the ship; food, fresh water; anything?"<p>

Johann shook his head. "No, Master Hiccup. They seemed only interested in terrorizing me; until you lot showed up, and they started going after you." He hesitated for a moment, then asked, "As I understand it; you can understand, talk to, dragons… To be perfectly honest, I was about to ask if they'd said anything to you!" Gesturing, emphatically, he added, "Nothing like this has happened since… well, since before Berk made peace with the dragons!"

Snotlout shrugged, "Well, we're outside the Archipelagos… maybe these dragons have never seen humans before?"

Hiccup's eyes widened, "Or maybe they _have_ seen humans before: the Dragon- Hunters!" He turned to Johann and Snotlout. "The Hunters must have attacked those dragons so that they'd lash out at humans, at you, Johann; knowing that you'd call us for help… They were trying to lure us away from Dragon's Edge!"  
>Hiccup clambered onto Toothless's back, "Snotlout; you and Hookfang wait here with Johann, but be ready to fly. Meatlug; you're with us. When you see your chance, get to Fishlegs and get him back here. Toothless and I will be right behind you."<p>

_Fifteen minutes later, _

Toothless landed, quietly, near the edge of a cliff. They crept forward, slowly, and peered down at the scene below them.  
>Fishlegs was sitting in the middle of the pack: visibly nervous, and occasionally lunging towards him, snapping. They had yet to actually 'harm' him, but that could change at any moment; specifically: the moment Fishlegs didn't dodge in time.<p>

Hiccup turned to Toothless and Meatlug, "Ok: get me down there, bud."

'**I don't suppose you'd consider **_**sharing**_** the plan, before me jump into the middle of a pack of angry dragons?' **Toothless asked.

Hiccup smiled, "Easy: I'm going to introduce myself, in their language. That should get their attention."

'**What about Fishlegs?'** Meatlug asked, worry clear in her voice.

"Once Toothless and I have their attention, you get him out of there; like I said, on Johann's boat. Toothless and I will be right behind you."

_Thirty seconds later, _

By the time Toothless's claws touched the ground, at the foot of the cliff, the wild- dragons were already making a beeline for them; growling angrily. The dragon in the lead, a Deadly- Nadder, appeared to be in- charge.

Hiccup slid down from Toothless's back; pulled off his Night- Fury helmet, and set it on Toothless's saddle. Then he pulled the release- clip, and the wings of his glider expanded into position. Then Hiccup entered the Dragon- Trance. His eyes changed color, and in a clear, carrying voice, he said, **"I Am Not Your Enemy. Let me speak." **

In an instant, every dragon in the cove came to a sudden stop; their attention fixed on Hiccup and Toothless, fully and completely. A moment later, Meatlug landed next to Fishlegs; Fishlegs started to clamber onto his dragon's back, but several of the wild- dragons lunged at them, growling.

The Deadly- Nadder turned in that direction; and, in a series of growls and roars; said '_Stop; all of you… you too, newcomer._' – The last bit was clearly directed at Meatlug; who hesitated, then dropped the few feet back to the ground. The Deadly- Nadder turned to Toothless, and blinked. '_A Night- Fury… I'm surprised I didn't recognize you sooner._' He turned from Toothless, to Hiccup, and back. '_Does this mean… what I think it does; is this The Promise Fulfilled_?'

Toothless moved forward, so that he was in plain view of all of the wild- dragons. He nodded; and, speaking with both his mind, and in the language of the dragons, Toothless answered. **'He is The One we have been waiting for: The Peacemaker has arrived.' **

'_I see._' The Deadly- Nadder turned to the other dragons, and nodded to Meatlug and Toothless. '_Let them go._' Meatlug glanced at Hiccup; who nodded, and gestured for them to go. Meatlug nodded, and rose into the sky; Fishlegs on her back.

Hiccup turned to the Deadly- Nadder, and speaking in the language of dragons, he said, "_We have much to discuss, clearly, but perhaps we should do so at a latter time_.' Then; using short, simple sentences; Hiccup explained his suspicions of The Hunters using the wild- dragons' attack on Johann's boat to lure them away from their base; clearing the way for an attack by The Hunters.  
>When he finished, a chorus of angry growls rippled through the crowd of wild- dragons.<p>

The Deadly- Nadder roared for silence, then turned back to Hiccup. '_The Legend said you would bridge the gap between humans and dragons; that you would give us knowledge, insight into the lives of humans, and help us use it to form a lasting peace. If we come with you, fight with you, will you give us this knowledge_?'

'_I would gladly give it to all of you now, but our time is limited; perhaps I could give it to you now, to prove that I can_,' Hiccup nodded to the Deadly- Nadder who led the group of wild- dragons, _'and the rest of you, once we have returned to our base_.' Hiccup smiled, '_And if you would fight alongside us, the peace we all crave will be that much closer_.'  
>The Deadly- Nadder nodded; approached Hiccup, who extended his hand towards him. The Deadly- Nadder rested his forehead on Hiccup's palm, and Hiccup shared the knowledge he had promised.<p>

_Five minutes later,_

Hookfang and Meatlug were circling, above Trader Johann's ship. When Hiccup and Toothless reached them, rose to meet them. "Uh, excuse me; did you know there's an entire pack of angry wild- dragons following you?" Fishlegs asked, visibly nervous.  
>Trader Johann, who sat behind Fishlegs, looked similarly nervous.<p>

Hiccup smiled, "You don't say."

"You're really losing your touch, Hiccup," Snotlout called. "I mean: they are _literally_ _right behind you_."

"Yes: I know, Snotlout," Hiccup said, resisting the urge to roll his eyes. "And I couldn't be happier about it."

Snotlout's eyes widened. "Alright: Hiccup has _officially lost his mind_."

Fishlegs took another look behind them, at the wild- dragons. "Well… they're not trying to eat us, so I'd say something's changed."

Hiccup grinned, "Oh, something's changed, alright: we've just made several dozen new friends, that's what's changed."

'**Yes.'** Said a Deadly- Nadder, at the head of the wild- dragons. **'Yes: friends who have a **_**grudge**_** to settle against a **_**certain group of dragon- hunters**_**. I understand we have a ways to go, and **_**little**_** time to waste.' **

For the first time, Hiccup noticed that the sun was beginning to set. '_Hang in there, Astrid; we're on our way_!"

**Part Five – Attack on Dragon's Edge **

_Evening, at the clubhouse on Dragon's Edge, _

Astrid had been at the clubhouse pretty much ever since her confrontation with Ruffnut. She tried to keep herself busy, to make plans; but she couldn't seem to concentrate.  
>"I don't know what to do, Stormfly; I really messed up." She plucked herself down, next to her dragon; pulled out a whetstone, and began sharpening her axe, glumly.<p>

Stormfly considered her, for a moment. **'Astrid: As long as we keep fighting, and we have a chance of victory; give up, and we have already lost ... We will find a way; it may not be easy, but we are both fighters: we will find a way.' **

Astrid managed a tired smile, and leaned back against her Deadly- Nadder.

_Ten minutes later_,

A sudden movement, and heavy breathing, made Astrid jump to her feet. Tuffnut stood in the doorway, breathing hard.  
>Astrid hurried forward, "Tuff; are you ok?" Tuffnut nodded, still too out of breath to speak. "Tuffnut: breathe. What's going on?"<p>

"You've got to do something about those stairs," Tuffnut told her. "There must be hundreds of them!"

Astrid frowned, "That's it; the stairs?"

Tuff shook his head, "Ruffnut: they've got Ruffnut!"

Astrid's eyes widened, "Who does?"

Tuffnut straightened, "The Dragon Hunters."

_Minutes later, _

"This is all my fault," Astrid muttered. She was on Stormfly's back, Tuffnut sitting behind her.

"Huh, tell me about it," Tuffnut agreed.

"I shouldn't have been so hard on her," Astrid continued.

"You were way too hard on her," Tuff said, nodding. "Poor, poor sis…" He noticed Astrid glaring at him, and shrugged. "Sorry, I'm just trying to help you work through it; you know: the shame, all of the bad things that you did."

'**Somehow, I don't think it's helping.'** Stormfly said, coolly. A moment later, she set down on the platform of the watchtower; the same watchtower where Astrid had found the 'scare ship' dummies, that morning.

Tuffnut moved to the edge of the platform, and Astrid saw his eyes widen. "What is it?" Astrid asked, as she moved forward to join him.

"There may not be a Ruffnut to apologize to. In fact, there may not be any of us… at all." Ruff said, grimly.  
>A moment later, Astrid saw what had caught his attention, and her eyes widened: The Hunters' fleet was closing in on Dragon's Edge.<p>

_Back at the clubhouse_,

Astrid and Tuffnut rushed into the clubhouse. "Ok: what's the plan?" Tuffnut asked, as they came to a stop at the table, in the middle of the room. "We have to get my sister back!"

"First thing is to send an SOS to Berk." Astrid said, snatching up a quill and sheet of paper, as she spoke. "We need reinforcements, fast: the Auxiliary- Team." Silently, she cursed herself for not having thought to send for backup sooner.  
>As she wrote, a Terrible- Terror dropped down from the rafters, and landed on the table; once Astrid had finished writing, and tied the scroll to his leg, the dragon shot into the sky.<p>

"How do we know he'll get there in time?" Tuffnut asked.

"We don't." Astrid told him, grimly.

"Well how do we know they'll get back here in time?" Tuffnut asked.

"We don't." Astrid repeated, grabbing an armful of weapons, and setting them down on the table, in front of her.

"Ok, there is a terrifying lack of clarity in those answers." Tuffnut told her, visibly nervous.

Astrid placed her hands on Tuffnut's shoulders, "It's all going to be ok, Tuffnut: we're going to hold down The Edge; defend this base, and we will get your sister back. Ok?"

Tuffnut stood there, uncertainly. Astrid put her hands on her hips, "Say 'ok, Astrid'."

"Ok, Astrid," Tuffnut said.

Astrid walked back to the table, to examine a map of the island. "Now: there is no possible way we can hold The Edge against an all-out assault with only one flyable dragon; but maybe we can slow them down, until help arrives; if we use our spears and arrows sparingly."

"Wait," Tuffnut said, "I know an even better way we can slow them down!"

Astrid sighed, "Not now, Tuffnut; I… I need to think."

"No, seriously Astrid: you need to hear this," Tuffnut insisted. "Listen to me!"

Astrid sighed, and turned to Tuffnut. "Alright, what: what is your idea?"

"Well, as you know, tricking is my area of expertise: I am the official Dragon's Edge trickster," Tuffnut said, proudly. "Trickster extraordinaire; the Mayor of–"

"Yeah, I get it; we all know how tricky you are," Astrid pressed.

"But they don't," Tuffnut pointed out. "So, I figure: we _trick them_ into thinking there are more of us, than they are. We can start with our scare- ships, and then build our own little tricking army… It'll be awesome!" Tuff held up a hand, "Wait: I think I just had another idea; whoa; do you know how many Loki-ish thoughts are running through my mind, right now?"

"Tuffnut," Astrid said, exasperatedly. "This is not the time for pranks, or Loki-ing; this is the time for strategic thinking, and precise preparation! There are times in life, when you have to be serious; deadly serious," she picked up a dagger, and plunged it into the wood of the table, "or people can die: we can die; Ruffnut can die, do you understand?"

"Yes I understand; I am taking it seriously!" Tuffnut insisted, "I am seriously a trickster, and I seriously have some ideas that can help!"

"Tuff; listen to me." Astrid took a deep breath, "You know all those times early in the morning, when it's still dark outside, and I'm out by myself on Stormfly?"

Tuffnut shrugged, "I do now … is this going to get weird?"

"No," Astrid said, rolling her eyes. "What I'm doing is training; day, and night. I train myself for situations just like this. That's why, we're going to do this my way."

"But… I have ideas; good ideas!" Tuffnut insisted.

"And, I believe you," Astrid said.

"No you don't," Tuff turned away from her. "The only thing you believe is that I'll mess this up, and get us all killed."

"No, that's… not true!" Astrid gathered up her armful of weapons, "The only thing I believe, right now, is that… we're wasting time arguing when we should be preparing. Come on, we've got a lot of work to do."

Tuffnut turned to her, "That's my sister out there, Astrid; if this goes wrong, and we don't save her, I couldn't live with myself."

As Astrid thought about this, understanding came to her; brought about partly by what Stormfly had said, earlier; and partly by what Ruffnut had just said.  
>This was how Hiccup worked: he looked the people he was fighting with; thought about who they were, and what they were good at; then he matched what needed to be done to those best suited, or motivated, to do the job in question… "Everyone has a role".<br>"You know what: you're right. You do what you have to do, and I'll set up our defenses. Then, when the time is right; we'll come together, and decide which one to use. Ok?"

Tuffnut nodded, "Awesome plan; I like it! And we'll definitely end up using mine, so it's great."

"Good." Astrid nodded, "Just so long as we understand; and agree; that I lead the counter- attack and you follow Me." – Tuffnut nodded, and they went their separate ways.

_Early, the following morning_,

Astrid stood on top a boulder; one of Hiccup's spyglasses held up to one eye, watching as the invading ships began to drew nearer to The Edge. She hopped off of the boulder, and pulled out the Dragon- Eye. She set it down, next to the boulder, and covered it with a number of smaller rocks. "Just in case," she muttered to herself, as she worked.

"Come on, Astrid; my hands are starting to cramp!" Tuffnut called to her. He was standing on one of the weapons platforms she'd assembled; ready to pull the lever that would send a volley of fire- arrows, and other long- distance weapons, flying towards the nearest enemy ship. Once she gave the word, of course.

Astrid hurriedly clambered into the saddle on Stormfly's back. "Wait for it… _Now_!" Tuffnut pulled the lever, and the weapons fired.  
>From somewhere, a little ways off shore, she heard a voice shout "<em>Incoming<em>!" When she peered out, a minute later, Astrid was pleased to see the sails of the nearest ship were on fire, and that it was beginning to sink.

"Yes!" Tuffnut exclaimed, dancing on the spot. "Who kicks Dragon Hunter butt? Tuffnut kicks Dragon- Hunter butt!"

Stormfly rose into the sky, Astrid on her back. "Let's not start kissing our own butts yet."

"I didn't even know that was possible," Tuffnut replied, glancing over his shoulder and down, as he spoke.

Astrid rolled her eyes, "This thing is far from over: Go!"

Tuffnut nodded, and jumped off the platform; slid down the roof of a nearby building, and caught a zip line down; towards their next line of defense.  
>When he got there; he grabbed a torch, and lit the contents of a barrel that sat in a waiting catapult. "Monstrous- Nightmare gel, plus open flame, equals…" He pulled the lever, and the catapult flung its flaming projectile towards the waiting ships.<p>

"Fun for all!" Tuffnut finished. He frowned, "Well… not 'for all'; just for me, actually."

A split second later, Stormfly picked him up, and carried him into the air. "Hey, Astrid: you know what would be really great?"

"If we stuck with what seems to be working really well?" Astrid suggested.

Tuffnut frowned, "Uh, no; that wasn't it at all. I was thinking–"

"Save it Tuff; that's what we're doing," Astrid called back.

_On the beach of a smaller island, a short distance from The Edge; Heather_,

"_Both ships_?" Ryker fumed, "They sunk _both ships_?"

Ruffnut, despite having a sack pulled over her head and fastened around her knees, spoke up. "I'd like to take this moment to point out that I _did mention_ that you'd be sorry for attacking The Edge. Just saying."

Ryker unsheathed his sword, and leveled it at Ruffnut. "The only thing I'm sorry about, is that my men took you alive."

"Ryker!" Heather said, making her way over to join them. "We've been over this: we don't kill any of the dragon- riders until Viggo tells us to."  
>Ryker glowered at Heather, but he sheathed his sword and stalked off. His men followed after him; leaving Heather, Windshear, and Ruffnut alone.<p>

Heather turned to Ruffnut, and lowered her voice, "You need to be out of the way so you can't cause any more trouble."

"Trouble? Heather; you know me better than that!" Ruffnut raised her voice, "Hey: I tried to warn him, and he wouldn't listen; you might want to think about putting your listening ears on, young man!" – Ryker turned back, glowering at Ruffnut.

Heather gripped Ruff by the shoulder, "No talking!" She turned to Ryker and his men, "I'll take care of her." She led Ruff away, and Windshear followed after them.

They brought Ruffnut a short distance down the beach, removed the sack, and tied her to a tree. She tied the ropes as loosely as she could, without arousing suspicion, though.

Just as she was finishing, she heard Ryker shout, "Second wave, go: now!" Ryker's men hurried towards their ships. Then Ryker turned to Heather, "You: take the dragon, and attack from the sky."  
>Seeing no other option, Heather nodded, and clambered onto her dragon. Once she was settled into her saddle, Windshear opened her wings and rose into the sky: to join the second wave of The Hunters' attack.<p>

_Forty- five minutes later_; _Heather_,

The second wave of Hunters made it to the beaches of Dragon's Edge, and made their way into the forests. Windshear flew above them, keeping watch. From somewhere below them, they heard Ryker shout, "Keep your eyes peeled!" to his men.  
>Spotting a likely spot; just ahead of them, and Ryker's men; Heather pointed it out to Windshear, "That looks like as good a place for an ambush as any; right, Windshear?" The Razorwhip gave her a barely perceptible nod, and dove towards the spot Heather had indicated. Just before they vanished, into the trees, Heather turned to The Hunters and called "Ambush: Retreat; back to the beaches!"<br>An instant later, they vanished from view; the moment they had, Windshear began shooting fire, and shredding several of the nearest trees; making it look as though they were locked in combat with some unseen enemy.  
>The men, just behind them; exchanged uneasy looks, and began to fall back. A few minutes later, Heather and Windshear cautiously peered out. When she saw that the men had fallen back, she took a deep breath. Then, turning towards the Riders' base, she said, "I hope you're holding the fort, guys."<p>

"We're doing what we can," a familiar voice said. Heather spun around, and saw Astrid standing there, her expression grim.

"Astrid… What are _you_ doing here?" Heather asked, surprised. "Shouldn't you be with Hiccup and the others?"

"Hiccup, Snotlout, and Fishlegs went to help Trader Johann," Astrid said, grimly. "With Ruff captured; it's just me, Stormfly and Tuffnut." She sighed, "Heather, we need to talk: I told Hiccup and the others what we're doing–"

Heather's eyes widened, "You… but Astrid; you promised!"

"I didn't have a choice, not after what happened with the Snow- Wraiths; and Hiccup was already getting suspicious … Heather: the promise you asked me to make could've ruined my relationship with Hiccup… I thought _it was over_ for us, to be honest; but Hiccup _forgave me_." The emotion in Astrid's voice, especially nearer to the end, was clear in her voice.

"Oh my gods; I am so sorry, Astrid: I hadn't even thought of that!" Heather said, her eyes widening, for a moment. Then she smiled, "But it's all going to turn out alright, like I said. I knew you'd be able to talk Hiccup around." Heather hesitated, and glanced around. "Astrid; we don't have much time: is there something else you need to say?"

Astrid sighed, again, and nodded. "Hiccup wasn't pleased to hear what we'd been doing behind his back, Heather. He forgave _me, and Stormfly_; but you and Windshear … He said to tell you that the two of you have lost his trust. He'll give you a chance to earn it back; but, until you do; you're neither a member of our team, nor are you welcome on The Edge." She shook her head, "I'm sorry, Heather: there wasn't anything I could do."

Heather met Astrid's gaze, and saw the sadness in her friends face. The meaning of Astrid's words hit her, a moment later: she'd been without a home, or friends, for almost three years. Then she and Windshear had found a new home, and friends; now they were facing the possibility of losing that home, too. Heather felt as though she'd been slapped; she even staggered back a few steps.  
>"I… I guess I can't blame him," her voice sounded hoarse, even to her. "You said he'd give us a chance to earn his trust back? … We can still make this right?" There was a clear note of desperation, in her voice.<p>

Astrid nodded, gave her friend a quick hug. "Yes, Heather; he did ... We just need to get through all of this first, then he'll want to talk to you. It may take some time, but I _know_ we can make this right."

Heather took a deep breath, and nodded. "Do you know when Hiccup and the others will be back?"

Astrid shrugged, "He said they'd back today at the latest, but if something happened on the way to or from… I can't say for sure. We just need to hold them off as long as we can."

Heather nodded, "Ok. Windshear and I will do what I can to slow them down on the ground; and we'll try to help Ruff get away, if we can."

Astrid nodded, "Just be careful, Heather. Hiccup's letting us go ahead with this mission, but I know he wouldn't want you to take any unnecessary risks. You're still our friend; this is just a rough patch, that's all." 

Heather nodded, and clambered onto Windshear's back. "I should get back, before Ryker starts wondering where I am. I'll be careful, Astrid, promise; we'll be in touch."  
>Windshear rose into the sky, and vanished from view. Astrid turned, clambered back into the saddle on Stormfly's back; and the Deadly- Nadder walked several hundred feet on foot, then rose into the sky, to ensure they wouldn't be spotted leaving the same clearing as Heather and Windshear.<p>

When Stormfly rose into the sky, they swept around to one of the few piles of lumber that they'd managed to secure in place. "Ok, Stormfly; spine- shot: Right where we practiced!"

Stormfly launched a volley of spines: knocking the boulders that supported the logs out of place, and sending the pile rolling off the cliff, and down the slope.  
>Straight towards half a dozen Dragon Hunters, making their way up the hill. The moment the men saw the boulders; their eyes widened and they ran the opposite direction.<p>

"That had better be the last of them, girl; because that's all we've got." The moment the words left Astrid's mouth, more Dragon Trappers emerged; from behind rocks, and trees; and continued to make their way up the hill. Astrid's eyes widened, "Oh, no!"

_Meanwhile, at The Hunters' forward base_,

Dagur had arrived on the beach, about fifteen minutes earlier. Since then, he'd been speaking with Ryker.  
>"Sir." Savage said, joining them, "Unfortunately, we've had some injuries; and several deserters."<p>

"Deserters?" Dagur exclaimed, turning to face Savage. "Who?"

Savage began to list off the names, "Scar's gone; Nigren; Lars number- two…"

"Completely expendable, all three," Dagur shrugged, "including 'two'."

Ryker rounded on him, waving a finger in Dagur's face, "Lars number- two is _my cousin_."

"Oh, well; isn't that a great show of family- support!" Dagur said, getting right in Ryker's face. "Things get 'a little sticky', and 'Cousin Lars' leaves us with our swords in our hands! I ask you: is that how you Hunters do things?" He poked Ryker in the chest with a finger, "Because if so, I'd rather know now…" Dagur paused, noticed the way Ryker was glaring at him, and backpedaled, "Hey, relax: I trust you… Every family has a Lars number- two."  
>He clapped his hands together, "Now: back to the attack! I was figuring…"<p>

Ryker grabbed Dagur by the throat, "I don't care how you do it, just get it done; and do not let anything happen to the Dragon- Eye!" He turned on his heel, and stalked away. "Everything else can burn to the ground."

"I don't have to take that from that guy!" Dagur exclaimed, once Ryker was out of hearing range. He turned to Savage, "Do I have to take that from that guy?"  
>Savage shrugged, but said nothing.<p>

"Tra-ap! Snappy Tra-ap!" Ruffnut sang, from the rocky pillar she was tied to.

Dagur waved a hand in annoyance; and, to no one in particular, said, "Will you shut her up, please?"

Heather, who'd returned only a few minutes ago, nodded. "Gladly; Windshear!" – The two of them had discussed their plan, on the way back to The Hunters' base. Windshear had also done her best to console Heather, after Astrid's latest revelation; both of them understood the reasoning behind it, and that was part of what made it a hard fact to swallow.  
>Windshear launched a spine at the tree Ruffnut was tied to; the tip plunged into the wood half a foot above Ruff's head.<p>

Ruffnut grinned; and, gesturing up to the spike with her head; said, "Wow, felt the wind off that one!"

Heather glanced behind her, and then cleared her throat, gesturing upwards; trying to clue Ruff in, to get her to use the spike to cut her ropes. Ruffnut frowned at her; Heather tried again, and got nowhere. Finally, Heather rolled her eyes; and turned to Dagur and the others, "I'd better check her ropes."  
>Heather turned, and approached Ruffnut; Windshear close behind her. When she was close enough, Heather lowered her voice, "Use the spine to cut your ropes; take Windshear, they need help up there!" She gestured towards The Edge.<p>

Ruffnut grinned, raised her voice, and said, "Well, listen up: I was just waiting for the right moment to pounce; and that moment, is now!" She grabbed the spine out of the tree trunk, above her head; head-butted Heather, knocking her to the ground, and ran for Windshear.

By the time Heather got to her feet, groaning, Windshear was high above them. There was only one problem: "And… she's going the wrong way," Heather muttered, exasperatedly.

_At the clubhouse on Dragon's Edge_,

"There you are," Tuffnut said, when Stormfly landed on the platform, and Astrid slid down from her dragon's back. "Look: I've been thinking a lot, and–"

"It's over, Tuff," Astrid said, bluntly. "We tried, but there's just too many of them… My plan didn't work."

"Well… I found the Dragon- Eye," Tuffnut said, triumphantly, holding it up. "Someone buried it!"

Astrid snatched it out of his hand, "Yes: _I did that_, to keep it from The Hunters!"

"Well: do you want to be captured, and tortured by crazed Dragon Hunters; or, do you want to listen to 'plan- Tuffnut'?" Tuffnut asked.

Astrid raised an eyebrow, "Your plan?" She shrugged, "Well… what have we got to lose?" Tuffnut opened his mouth, but Astrid held up a hand, "Forget I asked. What's your plan?"

_Five minutes later_,

Six small rowboats had gathered at the base of the shortest cliff on that side of Dragon's Edge. Grappling hooks had been launched, and had embedded themselves in the cliff top. Now, another wave of Dragon Hunters was climbing the ropes; with the intention of bypassing the main lines of defense, and launching a direct attack on the riders' base.  
>They were about three- quarters of the way up when a thick, greenish gunk reached them: sliding down the length of the rope, from the top of the cliff.<p>

They looked up, and saw Tuffnut and Astrid: standing at the top of the cliff; looking down at them, grinning. Then Astrid turned to Tuffnut, "Ropes soaked with Monstrous- Nightmare gel? I wouldn't have thought of that!"

Tuff grinned, and turned to Stormfly, "Would you like to do the honors?"

'**Gladly,'** Stormfly said. She breathed a stream of fire; igniting the gel- soaked ropes. They heard panicked shouting; which got gradually further away, then a series of splashes.

"Alright," Astrid said. "What's next?"

Tuffnut's grin widened. "You're going to love this!"

_Half an hour later_,

The Dragon Hunters were making their way up the stairs, which lead to the top or the outer wall. When the leading group was about halfway up, a spear embedded itself in the planks by their feet.  
>They looked up, and saw a hulking figure 'peering' down at them, from one of the upper levels. Then a voice called down, "Take that, you lousy Dragon- Hunter! You're dealing with Stoick The Vast, now! Boy-oy-oy-oy-oy!"<br>Then, a moment later, and 'another' voice reached them; coming from another platform, and another 'figure'. "Snotlout! Snotlout! OY-OY-OY-OY-OY!"

On the platform above the leading man, who was halfway up the ladder, Astrid stood behind a figure designed to resemble Hiccup. In her best imitation of Hiccup's voice, Astrid said, "I mean who hunts dragons anyway; dragons are our friends!" She threw her spear at the hunter. He managed to get his shield up in time to deflect it, but he appeared shaken.  
>It occurred to Astrid to wonder whether the man had been one of the archers at the Snow- Wraith's ice- cave, when Hiccup had entered the Dragon Trance; if so, it was all the better: he wouldn't he anxious to repeat that experience, especially not on his own.<p>

Then, from the highest level, Tuff shouted, "Whew, I'm Fishlegs; this is how I sound, it's really me!" Then he dumped a cart of rocks down, on the visibly uneasy Dragon- Hunters.  
>The Twins' scare- ships, and other figures they were using, wouldn't have fooled anyone on closer inspection; but the whole point was to keep The Hunters from getting close. And in that, they were successful: The enemies began to fall back.<p>

Tuffnut made his way down to join Astrid, "You're going to need Stormfly for the next one; come on." Astrid nodded, and followed.

_A few minutes later, in a densely forested part of the island_, 

"Keep moving, men!" Dagur ordered, as he and his warriors moved through the trees; keeping their eyes peeled for any sign of movement. A moment later, an unexpected sound made them glance upward; then a wave of Nadder- spikes embedded themselves in the ground, several feet from where they were standing.  
>"They can't shoot at us through this canopy of trees! Dagur raised his voice, "Nice try, Astrid; your puny little Nadder- spines are useless from up there!" As though realizing the truth of this, Astrid and Stormfly pulled back.<p>

A moment later, Dagur saw the outlines of two figures: partially hidden behind nearby trees. "There they are, in the trees! Fire, boys: fill them full of wood!" His archers notched their bows, and fired; they hit their targets, and they seemed to… _deflate_.

Dagur continued forward. A moment later, he came to a stop, frowning. "What's that smell? I know that smell…" His eyes widened, "It's Zippleback- gas! She was driving us right into a trap!" He turned to his men, "No, no, no, no, no! Not flaming–"

Astrid glanced back, and grinned when she saw the fireball rising above the trees.  
>Dagur coughed, several times, and finished, "– arrows!"<p>

Two of Ryker's men had just finished pulling his boat up onto the beach, when the sound of grumbling and coughing reached their ears. They turned; and saw Dagur and his men walking out of the forest, covered in ash, and with smoke still rising from their clothes.

"I swear: I will wear that Night- Fury's head as a hat!" Ryker said, once Dagur and his men were within earshot.

Dagur scowled, "I called dibs on the 'hat' thing a long time ago; so back it down, big- boy! Besides, that wasn't a Night- Fury; it was just Zippleback gas." His eyes widened, "Wait a minute: no Night- Fury…"

"So?" Ryker asked, clearly unimpressed.

Dagur turned to him, "So: There was_ no Night- Fury_. Which begs the question: where is Hiccup and his plasma- blasting buddy? For that matter: where was the Gronkle and the big orange one with the dimwitted kid?"

Ryker grinned, "Of course: they split- up!"

"I don't think that matters, now," Heather said, pointing out, over the ocean. The others turned, and their eyes widened: Toothless and Hiccup; Hookfang and Snotlout; and Meatlug, Fishlegs and Johann on her back, were descending towards Dragon's Edge. And they weren't alone: there was a small flock of dragons, at their backs!

A moment later, Stormfly landed on the beach, Astrid on her back. A moment after the Nadder's claws touched the ground; Dagur launched himself at Astrid, knocking her out of her saddle. Astrid turned her fall into a roll, and used her momentum to send Dagur flying off of her.  
>Seconds later, Astrid was back on her feet, her axe in hand. Dagur unsheathed his own axe, and chuckled, "Hello, Astrid."<p>

Astrid roared a battle cry, and charged him. Dagur swung his axe at her, but Astrid planted her axe on the ground; using it for balance, and kicked Dagur in the chest. The strike sent him flying; and, by the time he'd recovered; Astrid was holding her axe to his throat.

Dagur sighed; and looked up at Hiccup, and the other dragons. "Why does that guy have to make such a production out of everything? I really hate that guy!"  
>Astrid, who'd been smiling up at Hiccup; turned to glare at Dagur, and punched him in the face; knocking Dagur out cold.<p>

"_You_ hate him, Dagur," Astrid said to the unconscious Dagur, "_I love him_."

"Alright, gang," Hiccup called, "let's finish what Astrid started!"

With that, the wild- dragons surged forward: attacking the Dragon Hunters from what seemed to be every direction at once. The Dragon Hunters began to retreat almost immediately. Ruff and Tuff, seated once again on the two heads of their dragon, joined the fight only a few minutes after it started

Heather blew her horn, and Windshear; now rider-less; swooped out of the sky, and Heather clambered onto her back.

A moment later, they spotted Astrid; now sitting on Stormfly's back; standing over Dagur. Heather and Astrid exchanged a quick nod; and then Windshear launched a wave of spikes at them. Stormfly dodged, and Windshear shot in; she picked up Dagur, and fell back, with the Dragon Hunters.

**Part Six – Revised Judgment **

Most of that afternoon went into repairing the base; though, in truth, the damage wasn't nearly as bad as it could've been. They also got the new wild- dragons settled on The Edge; Hiccup gave the rest of their flock the knowledge he'd promised them, and they spent the better part of two hours figuring out their living arrangements.  
>It wasn't that hard: Hiccup and Toothless seemed to hold 'celebrity- standing' with the dragons. As long as he was reasonable; and, come on, <em>this is Hiccup<em>, we're talking about; the wild- dragons agreed with pretty much every suggestion he made.

_That evening, on Dragon's Edge_,

As the sun began to set, Hiccup and Astrid met on one of their favorite cliff tops; to watch the sun set, and to talk. For a time, they sat in silence. Then Astrid turned to Hiccup; "I gave Heather your message, while she was here."

Hiccup turned to her, "And how did she take it?"

"Alright, I guess." Astrid said, and then she sighed. "Actually: she looked like she'd been slapped; her exact words were '_I guess I can't blame him_'. Then she asked me to confirm that you were willing to give her a chance to earn your trust back." Astrid hesitated for a moment, "Hiccup… is there any other way to do this?"

"I've been thinking about that, too; to be honest, though I wanted to know how she'd react to my initial decision." Hiccup turned to her, "What else did Heather say, after you told her?"

Astrid felt a flicker of hope. "She promised that she'd do all she could to slow down The Hunters' approach on the ground; and, as Ruffnut said, Heather helped arrange her escape on Windshear. She did everything she could without blowing her cover; I know she did."

Hiccup nodded, his expression thoughtful. Finally, he said, "Ok, then: When this is all over; I'm willing to reinstate her on a six- month probationary term. If she makes it to the end of that with no problems, she'll be a full member of the team."

Astrid smiled, "I'll tell her the next time I see her." She leaned her head against Hiccup's shoulder.

Hiccup smiled, and nodded. "For now, though, lets enjoy the sunset; it'll be down soon." He put an arm around Astrid; and the two of them sat there, watching the sunset.  
>Meanwhile, about twenty feet behind them, their dragons dozed: recovering from the events of the past few days.<p>

_**To Be Continued**_**… **


	16. Chapter 16

**Shock And Awe**

**Part One – Loki Day Pranks **

_On the beach of Dragon's Edge; several days later,_

After several days of stormy weather, the sky had finally cleared, and the sun had come out. Fishlegs and Meatlug were wandering along the beach: Fishlegs with an armful of small boulders, occasionally tossing one to Meatlug.  
>"Wow, that big storm washed all kinds of cool things up here." Fishlegs commented, as they walked. Something on the beach ahead caught his eye, and he grinned; "Quartz; Icelandite, and Travertine! Look, Meatlug!" As Fishlegs spoke, he reached for the shiny rock; but, before he could reach it, it 'fell' off of the boulder and rolled into a cluster of bushes.<p>

Frowning, Fishlegs and Meatlug moved in for a closer look. Just as Fishlegs was reaching out to push the branches apart, Ruff and Tuff leapt out at them, shouting "_LOKI-IED_!"

Fishlegs and Meatlug stumbled, and fell backwards; Ruff and Tuff laughed.

"Loki-ied," Tuffnut said again; holding up the rock, and showing them the cord attached to it. "It never gets old!" Ruffnut nodded in agreement, "Nope."

Fishlegs and Meatlug got to their feet, scowling. "Don't you two have something better to do?" Fishlegs asked; next to him, Meatlug rumbled something they couldn't understand.

"Are you kidding?" Tuffnut asked, "On 'Loki Day'?"

"The day of our favorite gods' birth," Ruffnut chimed in.

"One of the greatest days of pranking ever conceived by any man, woman, child, animal, vegetable, mineral, or rock–" Tuffnut's sentence was cut short when Meatlug leapt on him, and gulped down the rock; cord and all.

Tuffnut tried to pretend that she'd also eaten his arm, but Meatlug spoke before he could do more than open his mouth. **'Don't even try it, Tuffnut; I only ate the rock.' **  
>Tuffnut scowled, but slid his arm back out the sleeve of his shirt. Fishlegs and Meatlug turned, and began walking in the direction they'd come from.<p>

_A few minutes later, _

Fishlegs had just bent down to pick up another boulder for Meatlug; when a sound reached their ears, coming from the direction of the lagoon. Both Fishlegs and Meatlug turned in the direction of the sound; and saw the outline of a creature, barely visible through the fog.

Fishlegs sighed, rolling his eyes. "Very funny you two; Loki Day ... I get it: jokes' on Fishlegs."  
>He turned away from the lagoon; and saw Ruff, Tuff, and their Zippleback, coming out of the fog, in front of them.<p>

"Did you say something?" Tuffnut asked.

Fishlegs' eyes widened, "Wait, wait: if you two are over here, and Barf and Belch are over there, then…" He and Meatlug turned back towards the lagoon. A moment later, they heard the sound again; and thought they saw movement, in the fog.  
>Fishlegs turned to the Twins, who now stood next to them. "You guys saw that, right?"<p>

Tuffnut's eyes widened, "Oh, my Thor: I did!"

"Really?" Fishlegs asked, relieved.

"No!" Tuffnut answered. He and Ruff laughed, turned and walked away; vanishing back into the fog, a moment later.  
>Fishlegs and Meatlug exchanged a look; glanced out over the lagoon, once more; then they hurried after the Twins.<p>

**Part Two – Creature In The Lagoon**

_A short time later; at the clubhouse, _

"It had two heads, maybe three; and made this weird sound, like nothing I'd ever heard before." Fishlegs said, concluding his account of what they'd seen.

"Oh my Thor; that's incredible, Fishlegs!" Snotlout said, feigning excitement.

Fishlegs turned to him, "I know, right?"

"Wrong!" Snotlout shot back, "You're not getting me on Loki Day!" He turned, and headed for the door.

"Snotlout: look out for that–" Hiccup began, but Snotlout wasn't listening.

"If it isn't already obvious to you all, I am way smarter than–" At that precise moment; Snotlout stepped in the loop of rope, on the floor by the door. An instant later, he was hanging upside down in the air; suspended by one foot.

"Obviously." Fishlegs said; sarcastically, "So much smarter."

An instant later, Ruff and Tuff were there. "Loki-ied!"

"Ha-ha-ha, fine: you got me," Snotlout said. "But I still don't believe Fishlegs about that creature in the lagoon."

"The creature in The Edge lagoon," Tuffnut said, "just when you thought it was safe to take a bath in a lagoon!" – For a long moment, nobody spoke.

"Ok: any day, now." Snotlout said, breaking the silence. Toothless rolled his eyes, and launched a plasma- bolt through the rope keeping Snotlout suspended. Snotlout landed on the floor in a heap, "Thanks; much appreciated."  
>Toothless nodded an acknowledgment. Ruff and Tuff fist- pumped. <p>

"Look: you can 'Loki' all you want; I know what I saw." Fishlegs said, insistently.

"We've been swimming and fishing in that cove for months, Fishlegs," Hiccup pointed out. "Don't you think we would've seen something, if there was something to see?"

Astrid nodded, "Are you sure it wasn't just the light coming through the fog? It can play really weird tricks on you, especially at that hour."

"Sounds more like 'somebody' got Loki-ied by the fog." Tuffnut said, grinning.

"It wasn't the got you guys," Fishlegs persisted. "There's something out there, something real; and, as usual, you won't believe it until I prove it."

_Early afternoon; Fishlegs,_

Meatlug hovered over the lagoon, Fishlegs on her back: holding a coil of rope with a hooked fish on the end. "All of Thor's creatures need to eat, right girl." As he spoke, he dropped the fish into the water: keeping a firm hold on the other end of the rope.  
>He stretched, yawned; and began to whistle, to pass the time.<p>

Half an hour passed; then an hour. Fishlegs and Meatlug began to feel drowsy.

_Several hours after noon, _

A few hours later, both Fishlegs and Meatlug had fallen asleep; and, Meatlug gradually began to lose altitude. Then, a moment after Meatlug's claws dipped into the water of the lagoon, a current of energy shot through them; jolting both rider and dragon to full wakefulness, and sending Fishlegs flying off of Meatlug's back.

Fishlegs plunged into the lagoon, opened his eyes; and spotted a flicker of movement, out the corner of his eye. He spun in that direction, but it was gone. Then another flicker of movement, out the corner of his eye; whatever it was, it was circling him.  
>When it came to a stop; and Fishlegs got a good look at it, his eyes widened. A moment later, it was speeding towards him! When it reached him, another energy current shot through him: it blasted him into the air, and he landed on Meatlug's back.<p>

"Oh, Thor!" Fishlegs said, shakily, "I promise I won't stay up late reading books anymore; I promise I'll stop sneaking extra burly- cakes; I promise I'll tell Snotlout where I hid his spare axe!" He scanned the water below for some sigh of the creature, and spotted it a moment later: heading for a gap between two large boulders, towards the open ocean.  
>"Hey, Meatlug; it's trying to get out! Come on, girl; we've got to close the exit!" Meatlug shot after the creature. "Those guys will never believe it was here if we let it escape!"<br>They reached the opening first, and Meatlug shot out a wave of molten rock; partially sealing the opening the new dragon was heading for.  
>Fishlegs was on a roll, "Not to mention the fact that we'll have to study it! Who knows: it could be a whole new species… Oh, but I'm getting ahead of myself." He nodded to Meatlug, "Keep dumping, girl!"<p>

**Part Three – The Sea- Shocker **

_Fifteen minutes later,_

"The last time I saw the creature, it was heading for the deepest part of the lagoon," Fishlegs said.

"Is it more like a giant fish, or a big snake?" Astrid asked, from her place on Stormfly's back.

"I don't know: it was hard to tell from underwater." Fishlegs replied, "Everything was kind of fuzzy and misshapen."

"Are you sure you weren't looking at Meatlug?" Snotlout asked, smirking.

Fishlegs scowled, "Ha-ha; very funny, Snotlout."

"Well: whatever it is," Hiccup interjected, "we'll find it."

Snotlout turned to glare at the Twins, "Alright: where did you two hide my axe? I know it's Loki Day, but come on: it's my favorite one!"

Fishlegs cleared his throat, "Ok: lets fan out, and find the creature. Don't get too close to the water."

"How do we know this thing is even real?" Snotlout asked.

"It bit me." Fishlegs said, showing them the spot on his leg.

Astrid frowned, "That doesn't look like a bite, it looks like a burn."

"Grab your buckets." Hiccup told them, "We'll chum the water to see if it'll show itself again."

"Not me, no way: Loki Day trick." Snotlout told them, "I can smell it from a mile away." Hookfang, who'd been following s short distance behind the main group, slowed to a stop in midair. The others looked back, and their dragons turned to face them.  
>"I mean: how dense does he think we are?" Snotlout continued, not seeming to notice the shape in the water, directly below them.<p>

"Uh, Snotlout," Hiccup began.

"What?" Snotlout asked.

Before Hiccup could speak; something shot up, and out of the water; straight at Hookfang. When it made contact, waves of electricity crackled through Snotlout and Hookfang.

"That… that's not a creature at all!" Fishlegs exclaimed, his eyes widening.

"It's a dragon!" Hiccup breathed.

"And not just any dragon," Fishlegs continued. "It's a Sea- Shocker!"

_A few minutes later; on the nearest stretch of beach, _

Hiccup held a hand over his eyes, as he scanned the surface of the lagoon for any sign of activity. Fishlegs was pacing, "Oh-ho-ho! A Sea- Shocker, in our cove; and I found him!"

"You mean you _trapped_ him." Tuffnut pointed out, his arms crossed.

"I didn't tra–" Fishlegs paused; realized that yes, he had trapped the Sea- Shocker, and growled.

Hiccup shook his head, and turned to face them. "I've got to tell you, Fishlegs: If I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I'm not sure I'd have believed it."

"Right!" Fishlegs nodded, excitedly. "That's because Sea- Shockers are incredibly difficult to spot, because they hardly ever surface." Snotlout sighed, bored, but they ignored him.

Hiccup nodded, "They're deep- water dragons."

"That explains why it didn't take my bait: they only eat deep- water fish!" Fishlegs concluded. "How lucky are we? To be able to study a Sea- Shocker this closely!"  
>Just then, the Sea- Shocker leapt into the air; a bolt of energy crackled to life between its two heads, it wailed something; and then it vanished back beneath the waves.<p>

"Ok, but we have to be careful." Hiccup told Fishlegs, "We don't want to hurt the dragon."

Fishlegs turned to him, "Oh, Hiccup; when would I ever hurt a dragon?"

"Fishlegs: there's hurting a dragon intentionally, and there's hurting it without meaning to." Hiccup sighed, appearing troubled. "When it came to the surface, just now; I couldn't make out what he said; but he sounded scared, and sad… We need to take this one step at a time, until we know what we're dealing with."  
>They remounted their dragons, settled into their saddles, and rose into the sky.<p>

_A short time later_,

"Whoa," Fishlegs breathed. "Look at how fluidly it moves through the water … truly masterful!"

"What is it even doing here?" Snotlout asked.

"It… must've gotten separated from its pod," Hiccup realized.

Stormfly moved closer to Hiccup and Toothless. "It looks kind of agitated," Astrid commented.

"Great idea, Fishlegs; lets mess with the angry zapper- head!" Snotlout said, sarcastically.

"Yeah, I actually agree with Snotlout, on this one." Hiccup said, turning to Fishlegs. "The Sea- Shocker looks pretty stressed; I think we should help it out of the cove."

"I know, I know, I know." Fishlegs said, "But after I get some measurements. Astrid; could you position yourself near the tail, and I'll go over here…" His sentence drifted off, as he and Meatlug moved into position.

Snotlout turned to Hiccup, "He's not listening to you."

Hiccup nodded, "I know."

"This is really a bad idea," Snotlout continued.

"Yes, it is." Hiccup agreed.

"You should listen to me more often," Snotlout tried.

Hiccup shook his head, "Nah, I shouldn't."

"Based on the Sea- Shocker's length and coloration," Fishlegs mused, "I'd say it's a healthy young- adult male."  
>A moment later, the Sea- Shocker whirled towards them; accelerated, and shot into the air. Stormfly and Meatlug had to dodge to evade it; a moment later, it vanished into the water.<p>

Stormfly jerked backwards, growling. "Whoa, Stormfly," Astrid said, trying to soothe her dragon.

Toothless and Hiccup joined them, a moment later. "Fishlegs; I think we've seen enough."

Fishlegs brushed this off. "Don't worry, Hiccup: this kind of impulse behavior is completely age- appropriate."

Toothless growled. **'No, it isn't, Fishlegs; we've already pushed our luck further than we should have. We need to–' **  
>An instant later, the Sea- Shocker shot into the air; this time, its target was Hiccup and Toothless. Toothless dodged; and, at Hiccup's direction; launched a warning shot.<p>

A moment later, the Sea- Shocker blasted into the sky again; this time, it shot towards Astrid and Stormfly. Stormfly dodged, and launched a wave of spikes towards the Sea- Shocker; three of them hit.  
>Hookfang burst into flames; ready for a fight. "Hookfang; calm down!" Snotlout shouted.<br>The Sea- Shocker beached itself on a flat rock; crying out in pain, several Nadder- spines lodged in his back.

"NO; STOP!" Fishlegs shouted. He turned to Stormfly, "Oh, no; he's hurt! Astrid!"

"Stormfly was just reacting to being attacked," Astrid told him.

"Yeah, Fishlegs; what did you expect?" Snotlout asked.

"All right: everybody just calm down," Hiccup intervened. "We need to get the Sea- Shocker back into the sea."

Fishlegs and Meatlug immediately shot towards the Sea- Shocker. Meatlug landed on a ledge, higher up on the rock, and Fishlegs clambered down to check on the dragon.  
>"I'm not going to hurt you." Fishlegs told the dragon, as he made his way forward; one hand extended, in an attempt to form a connection with the dragon.<br>The two heads shot up, and it hissed something at him; bolts of energy crackled between the two heads, as if the dragon were about to attack.  
>Fishlegs took several hurried steps backward. "We're just going to try to get you off of the rocks; and back into the water, ok?"<br>The two heads came together, and an orb of energy formed between them. They released the attack, a moment later; the force of it blasted Fishlegs off his feet. He got to his feet, groaning, "Wow; that was a doozy… I didn't know you could do that!"

The two heads wailed something; and slumped against the rock, visibly drained.  
>"I guess you're not used to being in shallow- water, huh?" Fishlegs asked. "And you're probably pretty hungry, too, and we don't have any deep- sea fish."<p>

Toothless came in for a landing; Hiccup dismounted, and made his way forward. "Fishlegs; let me." Fishlegs nodded, and stepped back; Hiccup moved forward, and began to talk to the Sea- Shocker in words it would understand.  
>Whatever Hiccup said, it seemed to work: the Sea- Shocker relaxed. When Fishlegs tried to approach, however: it hissed, and a bolt of electricity flickered between the heads. Then the two heads turned to Hiccup, and 'said' something else.<p>

Hiccup turned to Fishlegs, "He says you've trapped him in this lagoon; tormented him non- stop, and ignored every warning he tried to give you to back- off. He… he just wants to go home." He turned to Astrid and Stormfly, "He also said to tell you that he's not mad about the spikes: I told him it was an accident; and he accepts that it wasn't unprovoked." Hiccup turned back to Fishlegs, "We need to get him back to his pod."

Fishlegs nodded, "Would you give us a minute?" As he spoke, he gestured from himself to the Sea- Shocker.

Hiccup hesitated, turned to the Sea- Shocker; and seemed to first ask a question, and then make a comment. The Sea- Shocker considered Fishlegs, coolly, then nodded. Hiccup removed his gauntlets; placing them on the rock by his feet; and held extended his hands, one to each head. A few seconds later, the dragon had rested both heads against his hands.

Several moments passed, then Hiccup stood, and slid his gauntlets back onto his hands. Immediately, the metal- gloves resealed with the rest of Hiccup's armor.  
>Hiccup nodded to Fishlegs. "Ok: he'll hear whatever you want to say. The rest of us will start blasting open the mouth of the cove." <p>

Once the other riders and dragons were out of earshot, the Sea- Shocker turned to Fishlegs. **'The Peacemaker says you wish to talk, human; say what you would, then.' **

Fishlegs sighed, "I'm… I'm sorry. I'm sorry I locked you in here: away from your home, your family. I should not have been so selfish."

The Sea- Shocker considered him, for a moment. **'Why did you lock me in here?' **

"I study dragons; I want to learn about them, about you. No one's ever gotten this close to one of your kind so closely before; since you live so far below the surface." Fishlegs sighed, "Well, actually: I locked you in because I knew the others wouldn't believe you were real unless I could prove it. Once I found out what you were… I got carried away; I'm sorry." He smiled, "But don't worry: we're going to get you out of here, and back where you belong."  
>As he spoke, Fishlegs considered the dragon before him, even as the dragon considered him. A moment later, he spotted something; lodged into the dragon's back, and his eyes widened. "Oh, no: Stormfly's spine is still stuck in your side! Poor thing…" Fishlegs reached for it, then thought better of it. "I can get it out, but it's going to hurt."<p>

The dragon nodded, and Fishlegs gripped the spike; he yanked, and the dragon roared. A moment later, though, Fishlegs stepped back, and showed the wild- dragon the spike.  
>Once again, Fishlegs held out a hand, towards the Sea- Shocker.<br>**'Two heads, remember?'** Fishlegs could've sworn he heard amusement in the dragon's mental- 'voice'.

Fishlegs blinked, and grinned, sheepishly. "Oh… Uh, right." He extended his other hand, as well, and the Sea- Shocker rested both his heads against Fishlegs's palms. "Now: lets get you home!" Meatlug landed next to him, and Fishlegs scrambled into his saddle. "This way, this way to freedom!"  
>The Sea- Shocker shot back into the water, and followed Meatlug and Fishlegs to the opening the others had cleared for him.<p>

The Sea- Shocker reached the opening; then stopped, suddenly. **'Oh, come on! Haven't I already been through enough, for one day?' **He spun around, and shot back into the cove.

A moment later, Hiccup saw what had spooked the Sea- Shocker. "Scauldrons; five of them!" Hiccup called to the others, pointing. "Wait, I've got an idea: Toothless, get me to the Sea- Shocker!"

Fishlegs's eyes widened, "Hiccup; he can't fight the Scauldrons on his own!"

"You're right, Fishlegs," Hiccup told him, "but _we can cover him_ long enough for him to call his pod. They should be near enough to help; that's one of the reasons why they travel in a pod; for protection!" Toothless shot off.  
>A few minutes later, and after some convincing, the Sea- Shocker returned to the mouth of the cove; and began calling to his pod, as loudly as he could.<br>Stormfly hovered directly above them, launching waves of spikes whenever a Scauldron tried to launch an attack on the lone, wild- dragon. When the Scauldrons turned their attention onto the Deadly- Nadder and her rider, the others would force it to pull- back.

After about fifteen minutes, Astrid called, "I'm not sure how much longer we can keep this up! Maybe the Sea- Shocker should fall- back to the cove; Meatlug rebuilds the wall, and–"

'**They're here!'** the Sea- Shocker exclaimed. Mere seconds after he'd spoken, another Sea- Shocker leapt out of the water: colliding with a Scauldron that had just risen out of the water, and sending arcs of electricity blasting through it.  
>Then a third Sea- Shocker appeared, then a fourth, and a fifth. Then it was the Scauldrons who were on the defensive. Finally, they turned, and fled.<p>

Their new Sea- Shocker friend stayed long enough to say his good- byes; then he turned, and followed his family into the deepest parts of the ocean.

**Part Four – Loki-ied**

_Later that afternoon_,

Barf and Belch landed on the ramp, just outside of the clubhouse, and Ruff and Tuff slid down from their saddle. "Finally," Tuffnut said, "we're getting the respect we deserve!"

Ruffnut nodded, "Yeah. Do you think I'm underdressed? I could've worn my _browner_ tunic."

Tuffnut opened the door, and they stepped inside. "Your 'Vikings Of The Year' have– UGH!" Seconds after they'd opened the door; a small mountain of fish fell on their heads.

Hiccup and Toothless stood before them; Hiccup grinned at them. "Loki-ied!" Next to him, Toothless opened his mouth, and his throat glowed blue. His first plasma- blast hit the boards by their feet, and Ruff and Tuff turned and ran around the corner of the clubhouse.  
>They rounded the corner to find the path ahead of them littered with prepped- snares.<br>Another plasma- blast hit the boards behind them, and they charged ahead; setting off the traps, though they closed on empty- air; there was more than enough space between them to pass through them safely.  
>Tuff fell down the ladder to the lower level; Ruff began to make her way, cautiously, down it. When she was about halfway down, the steps gave way, and she landed next to her brother. Fishlegs stepped into view. "Loki-ied!" he said, triumphantly.<p>

The next five minutes continued along similar lines; until, finally, Ruff and Tuff made it to the relative- safety of _their_ hut. "Safe now," Tuffnut said, breathing heavily.  
>Ruffnut turned to her brother, "I never thought I'd say this, brother, but I think I am ready for Loki Day to end!"<p>

A sudden 'crunch' filled the air, and both Ruff and Tuff tensed. Then their hut began to shake. Tuff turned to her, "Uh, we may have to wait on that."

Ruff shook her head, "Wow: an earthquake on Loki Day? How weird is that!"

Tuff opened a window, glanced out; closed it, and turned to her. "Yeah, too weird. Hey; is it also weird that there're dragons flying in-place outside the window?"

Ruffnut frowned, and looked out the window. Astrid, who was sitting on Stormfly's back; smiled, and waved at her. Ruffnut closed the window, and turned to her brother, wide- eyed. "Not if you take into account that we're thousands of feet above the ocean, hanging by a rope attached to _Stormfly_!"

Tuffnut straightened. "Ok, this has gone too far; I'm declaring it officially! When dragons start 'Loki-ing' dragon- riders, that's when the whole system… _WHOAH_!"

The house was set down on something, a moment later; and Ruff and Tuff cautiously made their way outside, onto the landing ramp in front of their hut. Ruff turned to her brother, "I don't think 'the system' is safe."

The first thing they saw was Astrid and Stormfly, beginning to fly away. Astrid smiled, waved, and called, "Loki-ied! Enjoy your new home, guys; I hear the neighbors are really quiet." – A few minutes later, Astrid and Stormfly vanished from view.

"Evil, she is." Tuff turned to his sister, "You've got to admire it."

"Admire it?" Ruffnut asked, "I'm starting to get jealous."

Their hut was now on a sea- stack; several miles from Dragon's Edge.

_**To Be Continued…**_


	17. Chapter 17

**A Time To Skrill **

A massive iceberg rose out of the water, in an otherwise empty area of ocean. Then, all of a sudden, cracks appeared in the ice, and part of the iceberg broke away.  
>A bolt of lightening crackled down from the sky; and into a gap, now open to the air.<p>

An angry roar emanated from the icy 'cave' a moment later, as though something had woken up; and, whatever it was, it _was not_ happy.

**Part One – Return of the Skrill**

_Two days later; on Outcast Island_,

News of the attack on Outcast Island had reached them the previous afternoon; and they knew, immediately, that it was something they needed to look into. They'd left The Edge about an hour after word reached them, and flew directly there. Outcast Island was, after all, where a number of Dagur's warriors had been imprisoned. A prison- break could mean serious trouble for them.

"I don't like it." Ruffnut said, mere minutes after they'd begun their search.

"It's weird," Hiccup commented. "I don't see any arrows or spears."

"No boulders from catapults," Fishlegs added.

"This really doesn't seem like a Dragon- Hunter attack," Hiccup said, looking around as he spoke. Searching for any clue.

"Well, whoever did this meant business," Astrid said.

Fishlegs nodded, "And where did everybody go?"

"They must have evacuated," Astrid suggested.

'**What could possibly scare The Outcasts off their own island?' **Meatlug asked.

"Mutton- famine," Tuff suggested.

"Bed- bugs?" Ruffnut chimed in. "Once those things show up, you can never get rid of them."

A nearby boulder caught Hiccup's attention, and he moved closer to examine it. "I think this has something to do with it." The boulder was about twice as tall as Hiccup, and one side of it was covered in scorch marks; which seemed to expand outwards from a central point. "These scorch marks," Hiccup turned to the others, "do they look familiar to anyone?"

Fishlegs's eyes widened. "Hiccup; do you think it could be…"

_A few minutes later_,

After a few minutes in the air, the dragons landed on the iceberg where they'd imprisoned the Skrill they'd encountered, several years earlier. The riders dismounted, walked to the edge of the crevice, and peered inside. "Yep: the Skrill is gone," Snotlout announced.

"That's a good title for a song," Tuff commented. "I'm going to work on that, when we get home."

"How did this happen?" Fishlegs asked, looking around at the other riders.

Tuff shrugged, "Shoddy workmanship."

Ruff glanced at her brother, "Weren't _we_ the ones who sealed him in that big hole?" Tuff's eyes widened for a moment; then he cleared his throat and gestured to Barf and Belch.

Hiccup got to his feet. "It doesn't matter how it got out: we've got to get it back before it hurts anybody else, or before Dagur gets a hold of it."

Astrid, who'd been kneeling next to him, also stood. "Well, the question is: 'where is it heading?'"

Fishlegs shifted, "Well, since the Skrill gravitates toward storms, to channel its lightning; I would say it's following that storm, heading due south from Outcast Island."

"Hey, isn't Berk–" Snotlout began; his eyes widened. "Oh, no."

_About an hour later; Berk_,

The Skrill had already made several passed over the village, by the time the island of Berk came into view ahead of them. Even as they watched; several dragons, riders on their backs; rose into the air, to confront it. The Skrill began to shoot bolts of lightning at them, but all of the dragons dodged.

"Hey; look at that," Astrid said, turning to Hiccup. "The 'A- Team'; already on the case!"

Hiccup hesitated, "Yeah… uh, it might be a _little early_ in their dragon- riding careers for them to–" At that moment, the Skrill shot two more bolts of energy: arching sideways, from his wings; that was a _new_ trick.  
>These bolts connected: the first hit Sven; the second got Gustav, and a third hit Gothi and her Gronkle. Spitelout managed to dodge the first bolt aimed his way; the second hit, because he'd stopped to congratulate himself and his dragon for dodging the first.<br>In the span of a few minutes, the entire 'A- Team' was down; but by now, they were close enough to help.

"Cover the downed riders," Hiccup ordered. Immediately, Toothless and the other dragons dove towards the village. A moment later, however: Toothless pulled up sharply, growling.  
>Hiccup was about to ask why they'd stopped; and then he saw the Skrill staring, at them.<br>The Skrill growled at them, then it launched a lightning bolt. There wasn't time to dodge, so Toothless launched a plasma- bolt to intercept it; the two connected, and the resulting shockwave blasted Hiccup out of his saddle.  
>Acting instinctively, Hiccup extended his arms and legs: to stabilize, and gain some control over, his descent. At the first opportunity, he unfastened the clip on the front of his riding outfit, and the wings of his glider extended.<br>Toothless reached him a moment later, Hiccup settled back into the saddle; and they rose back into the sky, to confront the Skrill. The Skrill glared at them, then at the island below; it growled again. Then it turned, and vanished into the storm clouds.

Hiccup looked down; and saw Skullcrusher rising to join them, Stoick on his back. They met about halfway. Stoick took one look at his son, "Where in Thor did those _wings_ come from?"

"Wings?" Hiccup frowned, than remembered he hadn't retracted the wings of his glider. "Oh, yes; I'll tell you later. Right now… We've got bigger problems." - Toothless snorted in agreement.

A few seconds later, he and Skullcrusher landed in the village square. "An interesting strategy; going nose- to- nose with the Skrill." Stoick commented, as he and Hiccup dismounted their respective dragons. Hiccup saw Astrid, Stormfly, Fishlegs and Meatlug nearby; both riders dismounted, and they and their dragons moved to join them.

"It wasn't my strategy," Hiccup explained.

'**He didn't give us much choice,'** Toothless said, nodding.

Snotlout and Spitelout arrived in the square, and Astrid frowned. "Snotlout, is he ok?"

Snotlout shrugged, "It's my dad; he bludgeons himself in the head for sport. Of course, he's fine." Spitelout tried to say something, but he seemed unable to speak. "You see," Snotlout said, "Like I said: he's fine." He lowered his voice, and added, "You know: except for that blast of lightning he took to the head."

"Well, all of the houses seem to be in fairly good condition." Fishlegs commented, looking at the surrounding houses, as he spoke.

"All except one." Astrid said, pointing behind them.

They turned in the direction she was pointing, and Stoick's eyes widened. "_My house_!"

"Hey, chief; is the 'charred'- look in, this year?" Ruffnut asked.

"I happen to think its '_tres chic_', Chief," Tuffnut commented. "I'm actually thinking of doing it to our place, on The Edge."

"Weird that Stoick's house is the only one that the Skrill attacked," Astrid commented.

"Not really, actually." Hiccup sighed, "The Skrill isn't attacking randomly: it's looking for me and Toothless."

Fishlegs shifted, uneasily. "That _would_ explain why the Skrill went to Outcast Island, then here."

Astrid's eyes widened, "Because Outcast Island was the last place it saw you guys, before…"

"Before we led it to the crevasse, and sealed it inside." Hiccup finished, nodding.

"He's mad, at you." Snotlout summed up.

"Snotlout's right: he is mad," Hiccup said, nodding. "And he's looking for revenge for trapping it back in that glacier."

"What choice did we have?" Astrid asked, worry evident in her voice. "It was either that, or let Dagur have it."

Toothless growled something, low in his throat; his eyes fixed on the storm clouds, above them.

"Whoa; relax, bud." Hiccup said, placing a hand on Toothless's head. "We've dealt with the Skrill before; we can do it again."

Astrid took a deep breath. "Clearly the Skrill is coming back to Berk for you and Toothless, and we need to be ready."

Hiccup was already clambering into the saddle on Toothless's back. "We're not waiting for it, Astrid."

_Half an hour later; on a sea- stack near the Dragon Arena_,

"You're sure this is the way you want to play it?" Astrid asked; as she came to join Hiccup and Toothless, where they stood.

Hiccup, who'd just finished adjusting the straps on Toothless's saddle, turned to face her. "It's me and Toothless it wants; it's me and Toothless it's going to get."

"But don't you think it would be better if we were there?" Astrid asked, worry clear in her voice. "It doesn't stand a chance against all of us!"

"And it knows that," Hiccup said, nodding. "Which is why I don't think it'll show up, unless it _knows_ it's just me and Toothless." He met her gaze, and lowered his voice. "We can't leave Berk if the Skrill thinks Toothless and I are still here; if the Dragon- Hunters take The Edge, and realize we're not there, it'll being _them_ here too."

Astrid nodded, reluctantly, her eyes bright. "_Please _be careful, Hiccup: I… I _can't lose you_; I just… can't."

Hiccup looked Astrid in the eye, "I'll be careful; see you soon." He pulled her into a hug. A moment later, he stepped back, and took his place on Toothless's back.

Astrid took a deep breath, wiped her eyes, and turned to the others. "Alright, guys: you heard the man. Lets saddle up."  
>Fishlegs, Ruff and Tuff were already sitting on their dragons. Snotlout and Spitelout were standing next to Hookfang.<p>

Spitelout tried to say something, but he still hadn't recovered from… whatever had happened when the Skrill's lightning bolt hit him. "What's that, dad?" Snotlout asked; pretending to understand, "You want to stay behind because you have total confidence that I will get your revenge for you?" He gave his father the thumbs up, starting to turn away."  
>Spitelout shoved Snotlout aside, and clambered onto Hookfang's back ahead of him. "Oh; you changed your mind," Snotlout backpedaled. "You want to <em>see me<em> avenge you. Well: can't say I blame you; it will be spectacular." His father shot him a look; Snotlout turned around, "And… everyone's gone."

**Part Two – Trapping A Skrill**

_Several hundred feet above Berk_,

"Ok, guys; see you soon," Hiccup told them. "The Skrill should be coming back to Berk as soon as it knows we're alone." Hiccup watched as the other dragons, and riders, turned and flew away: vanishing from view, a few minutes later.  
>"Alright, bud: head in the game. He's around here somewhere; lets see if we can get his attention."<br>Toothless nodded, and shot a plasma- bolt into the bank of storm clouds. They waited a few moments, and then Toothless launched another bolt. Still nothing.

They turned, and flew a little further along. A bolt of lightning crackled through the sky; about fifty feet in front of them, and they saw movement in the clouds. Then the Skrill lunged out of the clouds: directly at them.  
>Toothless shot towards the ocean below, and away from Berk; the Skrill following, close behind them. It shot blasts of lightning, but Toothless dodged them without difficulty.<p>

_A few miles away_,

"Well, this trench is definitely deeper then the last one," Fishlegs commented. "Hopefully it'll hold the Skrill, this time."

"You mean _after_ the Jorgensons exact their revenge, right?" Snotlout said. "We should at least be the ones to melt him into that hole!"

"Snotlout: we don't have time for the Jorgenson- nonsense." Astrid called, from her place on Stormfly's back.

"Here it comes!" Fishlegs called.

Astrid nodded, relieved. "Ok: as soon as it's inside, and Hiccup and Toothless are clear, we seal it up!"  
>Stormfly, and the other dragons, rose into the sky; landing on a nearby shelf of ice, a few seconds later.<p>

The minutes passed: Hiccup, Toothless, and the Skrill continued to draw closer. But, when Hiccup and Toothless vanished into the icy cavern; the Skrill stopped, looking around suspiciously.

Snotlout frowned, "What's going on? Why did it stop?"

Astrid's eyes widened, "It knows it's a trap." The Skrill launched a blast at the cavern entrance, and it collapsed. A sense of dread came over her, "It's trying to seal Hiccup and Toothless inside!"

Hookfang shot down, towards the Skrill; Spitelout steering, and trying to shout something, though he still hadn't regained the use of his voice. The Skrill shot a lightning bolt at them: it missed; but Hookfang crash-landed into a snow pile, and Spitelout and Snotlout were thrown from his back.

The Skrill turned away from the entrance, and shot into the sky: straight at Astrid and Stormfly. The Skrill shot after them, blasting lightning, and Stormfly dodged.  
>Snotlout and Spitelout drew their axes, and began bellowing challenges to the Skrill… Or rather: Snotlout bellowed a challenge, and Spitelout tried to. Still: it got the Skrill's attention, and it shot towards them. Before it could get within striking distance, two plasma- bolts slammed into it. Then Toothless shot past them, rising into the sky: Hiccup on his back.<p>

"That's for trapping us in an ice- tunnel!" Hiccup called to the Skrill, as they shot past.

"Hey: how come he gets revenge?" Snotlout complained.

Hiccup and Toothless spun around, and came to a stop facing the Skrill. Hiccup opened his mouth to speak; but the Skrill shot another lightning- blast, then it surged after him.  
>Hiccup and Toothless wove around sea- stacks, dodged blasts of lightning; but the Skrill continued to fire at them.<p>

"Ok: new plan," Hiccup said.

'**What is it?' **Toothless asked, as he continued to dodge the Skrill's lightning- blasts.

Hiccup sighed, "I don't actually have one, yet. For now, we just need to find safe cover."

_Several hours later; on Dragon's Edge_,

Several hours after they'd unintentionally parted ways with the others, Hiccup and Toothless arrived at the clubhouse on Dragon's Edge. The others immediately rushed forward to join them.  
>Astrid was the first to reach them, "Hiccup: what happened?"<p>

"Where have you been?" Fishlegs asked.

"It's a long story." Hiccup sighed.

_Five minutes later_,

"You _let_ the Dragon Hunters capture the Skrill?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup shook his head, "No: we _chanced_ across The Hunters; their boats were about to turn away from the storm. But Dagur was with them, and he saw the Skrill. They hit it with one of those dragon- root arrows; we tried to swoop in, and grab it away, but…"

"They got there first," Fishlegs finished, grimly.

"So Dagur has the Skrill again?" Snotlout asked, incredulously. "Great! Now he's going to chain that thing up like a puppet; and take him on the greatest hits attack run, of the Archipelago!" Spitelout tried to say something, and Snotlout nodded, "I know, dad: I'm very disappointed in Hiccup, too." Spitelout shook his head, rolling his eyes.

"They had some sort of new net- shooting catapult," Hiccup continued.

"Net- shooting catapult," Ruffnut mused. "You know, no one ever plans for the intangibles."

"But Hiccup, it's just–" Fishlegs began.

"Confusing," Tuffnut interrupted. "I, for one, am confused."

"Yet intrigued." Ruff added, her expression thoughtful.

"Ah, yes: moral- ambiguity," Tuffnut said. "Something else you can never see coming. Yes: catapult- nets, and moral- ambiguity."

"Look: there's really no moral- ambiguity here: I really messed up." Hiccup sighed, "And, I'm not sure how to fix it." Ruff and Tuff gasped in unison; and Hiccup turned, "What now?"

"We've just… never heard you say that before," Tuff explained.

"You always know how to fix it." Ruff added, nodding.

Hiccup sighed. "Yeah, well, you know what: I'm not perfect."

Ruff and Tuff gasped again. "What… no!" Tuff said, looking stricken. He turned to Ruff, "Whose painting am I going to have over my bed?"

Astrid stepped forward. "First of all: ewe," she said, to Tuffnut. Then she turned to Hiccup, "Second: everything you did, you did to protect that dragon; and to protect all of us. Now the question isn't how _you're_ going to fix it; it's how _we all_ fix it, _as a team_."

As she spoke, the others gathered together. "Now we just need to figure out a way to find the hunters."

"Hiccup; which way was that storm heading?" Fishlegs asked.

"East," Hiccup replied.

"Then they would be going west; that way, the Skrill can't harness the lightning and attack them." Fishlegs reasoned.

"Good thinking, Fishlegs!" Hiccup said, nodding. "There's a group of islands, just west of where we were; lots of secluded beaches, and coves, to hide in."

**Part Three – Freeing A Skrill**

_That night_,

They left Dragon's Edge just as the sun was beginning to set. By the time they reached the group of islands; just west of where Hiccup and Toothless had encountered the hunters, night had fallen.  
>About an hour and a half after they'd begun searching, Fishlegs came back with the news they'd been hoping for. "Hiccup; I think we've found them: There's a campfire, and a lot of singing in really deep voices, around the other side of the island!<p>

Hiccup nodded, and Toothless turned to follow Fishlegs to The Hunters' camp, the other dragons following close behind them.

_A short time later_,

Five men sat around a campfire; laughing, apparently, at a funny story one of them had just finished telling. Then another voice said, "Oh: tell the one about the Viking- girl, with the hairy bunions!"  
>A few a hundred feet beyond the campfire, and laughing men, were several rows of cages.<p>

Hiccup dropped back behind the bushes he and the other riders were using for cover, and turned to the others. "Ok: we'll quietly make our way along the tree line, over to those cages; that must be where they're holding the Skrill."

Spitelout 'tried to' say something, waving his axe over his head. Snotlout turned to the rest of them, "My dad says that's a terrible plan, and we should just attack." His eyes widened, "Wait, what?" Before anyone could stop him, Spitelout pushed his way through the clump of bushes; and charged towards the men at the campfire.

Hiccup sighed in exasperation. "Ok, uh, change of plans: we use Spitelout as a distraction. Snotlout: you and your dad keep The Hunters busy; while the rest of us go get the Skrill."  
>Snotlout nodded, and hurried back to where Hookfang waited. A moment later, they shot over the heads of the other riders, to help Snotlout's father deal with The Hunters. The other riders hurried to mount their own dragons, and rose into the sky; there was no point in stealth now, so they might as well take 'the direct route'.<p>

They landed, apparently unnoticed, behind the rows of cages The Hunters had set up on the beach. They moved slowly, cautiously, between the cages; until they spotted one that was covered, and sat partially- submerged in the water.

Hiccup signaled to the others, and they followed into the empty stretch of beach, separating the lone cage from its fellows. Hiccup dismounted and, with Toothless right behind him; approached the cage on foot. A moment later, he pulled the cloth off of the cage, letting it fall to the ground.  
>The moment the Skrill saw them, it growled. Hiccup removed his right gauntlet, and moved closer, hand extended; the Skrill snapped at him, and Hiccup yanked his hand back. Then he began to speak to the Skrill, in the language of dragons.<p>

Hiccup spoke for the better part of a minute; until the Skrill growled, again; and, with a slight motion of its snout, gestured behind them. Sliding his gauntlet back on, Hiccup said, "All right, pal; lets just keep it down, or they'll hear us." He raised an eyebrow at the Skrill, a silent question; the Skrill gave a barely- perceptible nod.

"Oh, it's too late for that." Ryker said, from somewhere behind them.

Hiccup, Toothless, and the other riders spun in the direction of the voice. The Hunters emerged from between the cages; two had bows leveled at them, dragon- root arrows notched. One man approached Astrid, sword ready; Astrid backed away: holding her hands up in front of her, palms out. More men arrived, pushing Snotlout and Spitelout ahead of them. A moment later, all of the riders; save for Hiccup; had been gathered together.  
>Two Hunters leapt from the top of the cage next to Toothless, a net held between them. He struggled; but, for the moment, at least; he was contained.<p>

Dagur appeared, a moment later; grinning at Ryker. "I told you they'd come for my Skrill." He turned, "How could you, Hiccup; we've barely had time to get reacquainted!"

"Never mind that, Dagur." Ryker told him, "Look at all the new dragons your 'friends' have brought!" He turned to his men, "Cage them up, and muzzle the Night- Fury."  
>Another of Ryker's men approached Toothless, holding a muzzle. When Ryker's men lifted the net; for him to fit it on, Toothless sent them flying; and then shrugged off the net.<p>

"The Skrill isn't yours, Dagur." Hiccup said, calmly. "And Ryker; don't get too excited about the 'new dragons', they're staying with us."

Ryker chuckled, "You realize you'll have to get passed–"

"Toothless; the cage!" Hiccup shouted. Toothless nodded, and shot into the sky; landed on the far side of the Skrill's cage, and shoved his shoulder against it.

It took two tries, but Toothless managed to push the cage onto its side: onto the thick planks of wood that extended out to it. More importantly: he pushed it out of the water.

Bolts of lightning crackled down from the sky, and into the Skrill. Everyone turned away from the blinding flashes of light. When the light faded, the Skrill was standing on top of its cage: Free. He threw back his head; and roared, triumphantly, at the sky.

It launched a bolt of lightning, _at The Hunters_; then it spread its wings, and took flight.

"Uh… what's it doing?" Dagur asked, uncertainly.

"You tell me," Ryker said. "It's your dragon!"

The Skrill had stopped rising, and had turned to consider the scene below him. His eyes settled on Hiccup and Toothless, he dove towards them; and shot over their heads, blasting lightening at the nearest Hunters! The Hunters scattered; falling back, to their boats; while the Skrill continued to shoot lightning blasts at them.

"What did you say to him?" Astrid asked Hiccup, awed; gesturing up at the Skrill, as she spoke.

Hiccup grinned, "I told him we knew Skrills could survive, frozen in ice, for extended periods of time; that we only sealed him in the glacier to keep him away from Dagur, and attacking us ... He, uh, _remembered _Dagur, from before; and how I tried to talk to him, to explain the situation then. How, when he wouldn't listen; we had no other choice." Hiccup was silent for a moment; then added, "I'm not sure that he _fully_ trusts us, yet, so lets not push our luck."  
>He gave Snotlout, Spitelout, Ruff and Tuff pointed looks, as he said this.<p>

**Part Four – Parting On Good- Terms **

_Fifteen minutes later_,

Once it was satisfied that all of The Hunters were gone; the Skrill came in for a landing, a short distance in front of Hiccup and Toothless. The others; back on their dragons, now; remained where they were, but were clearly ready for action.

Small lightning bolts crackled across the Skrill's body, as he growled something to Hiccup and Toothless. Hiccup nodded, though he never broke eye- contact with the Skrill; the bolts of lightning vanished, and the Skrill bowed its head. Hiccup and Toothless exchanged a look, and mirrored the gesture.

The Skrill turned, spreading its wings, in preparation to take off. Lightning crackled across his wings; there was a flash of light, and he was gone: vanishing into the storm clouds, as the storm moved on.  
>A 'stray' bolt of lightning flicked out, and struck Spitelout; for a moment, he jerked around, as the energy crackled through him. Then he stood there; looking a little dazed.<p>

Astrid and Stormfly came to join Hiccup. Astrid shook her head, "So: you knew he wouldn't turn on us if we let him go, huh?"

Hiccup shrugged, "While he was in that cage, I explained why we sealed him into that glacier; and a little about our work with the dragons. I wouldn't say that he 'fully trusts' us yet, but we shouldn't have any more problems with him." Toothless nodded in agreement, but said nothing.

"Well: my dad says he's very proud of us, especially me; his favorite son." Snotlout said, gesturing to himself, as he spoke.

Spitelout scowled, "I didn't say that!"

Snotlout's eyes widened, "Dad: You… you've got your voice back! That's… great." His eyes darted around, nervously.

Spitelout gripped his son's shoulder, "Is it? We'll see about that: we have _a lot to talk about, boy-o_!"

Hiccup and Astrid grinned, and rolled their eyes; then Hiccup turned to the other riders and dragons. "Ok, team: let's get back to The Edge."

_**To Be Continued… **_


	18. Chapter 18

**Maces And Talons **

**Part One – 'Make It Look Good' **

_Several weeks later, above a fleet of Dragon Hunter ships,_

Toothless shot towards the nearest Hunter ship, arrows bouncing off of his armor- like scales. On his back, Hiccup called, "Fishlegs: flaming boulder!" As he spoke, the projectile arched into the air.

Meatlug snatched the boulder out of the sky, and began chomping. Fishlegs grinned, from his place on Meatlug's back. "You see, girl: I told you we'd have time to eat!"

Stormfly shot over the boat next; setting the catapult on fire; before rising into the sky, to join them. "Arrows coming next, guys!" Astrid called, from where she sat, on Stormfly's back.  
>As she spoke, several archers, on the nearest boat; fired arrows directly at Stormfly, and the Twins' Zippleback, who was flying just behind them. Seconds later, however, Toothless shot past; intercepting the arrows, which bounced harmlessly off his scales.<br>An instant later, Meatlug shot towards the archers: breathing fire, forcing them to scatter. Then they, and the other riders and dragons, regrouped around Hiccup and Toothless.

Hiccup saw Ryker looking at him through a spyglass, scowling; and grinned, "Ok, bud; lets set these guys free." Toothless nodded, and they shot towards the deck; Toothless shot a plasma- bolt, which smashed through the hatch to the main hold.

Once they were in, Toothless bounded down the length of the hold: Hiccup pulling on the chains that would open the cells of the captured dragons. They emerged, a few moments later; followed by the dragons they'd freed, who immediately took flight.

On the deck below, Dagur turned to Ryker. "I keep saying 'don't underestimate them', and what do you do? _You underestimate them_!" Dagur leapt back, to avoid a wave of Nadder- spines: seconds later, they embedded themselves in the deck where he'd been standing.

Ryker raised an arm, almost absentmindedly; the spines, headed his way, were deflected off one of the metal plates her wore, strapped to his forearms. "Someone is giving them information," he said, his voice even. "Someone who knows our every move," he turned to glare at Heather and Windshear.

Windshear flew over the boat; Heather glanced down, and saw Ryker glaring up at them. She looked away, quickly; and saw Hookfang and Snotlout, a short distance ahead of them. "Sorry about this; Snotlout." She muttered, to herself.  
>Windshear understood, and launched a fire blast at Hookfang and Snotlout. It missed, narrowly; hitting the sea- stack just behind them; Hookfang jerked in surprise, and accidentally threw Snotlout from his saddle.<p>

Snotlout uttered a shrill scream; and plummeted towards the ocean, below. The Twins and their Zippleback shot beneath him, and he landed safely on the dragon's back.

"Well: that had to be embarrassing," Tuffnut commented.

Ruffnut nodded, "Who knew you had such a feminine scream?"

The 'conversation' would've gone further, but Heather and Windshear shot towards them; the latter launching more fire blasts. They dodged the first few, and then one caused Ruff to be thrown from her saddle. Ruff plummeted towards the waves, but Hookfang shot under them; and she landed, safely, on his back.

"Really: _her_ he saves?" Snotlout asked. "Thanks a lot, Hookfang!"

Barf and Belch shot towards The Hunters' ship, Tuffnut and Snotlout on its back. Tuffnut said, "Ok, Snotlout: you gas, I spark!"

Snotlout nodded; and, a moment later, the head Snotlout was seated on released its gas cloud. Then the head Tuff was sitting on ignited the gas cloud, and fire engulfed that part of the ship.

Tuffnut took a moment to survey their work; then he turned to Snotlout, grinning. "How awesome are we?"

"Uh, let me think… Totally awesome!" Snotlout replied, they high- fived.

"Hey," Ruff called, as she and Hookfang joined them. "If you're done handing out the 'Viking of The Year' awards…?" Once they were out of range of The Hunters' attacks, Ruff turned to Snotlout. "You: get off my dragon!"

"Actually," Tuffnut interjected, "'my boy', Snot, and I are going to hang for a while; you know, relive the glory of battle… You don't mind riding Hookfang; do you, sis?"

Ruffnut scowled, Hookfang growled something; but neither of them spoke. Instead, they pulled away from them.

Astrid and Stormfly shot over The Hunters' ship. "Finish her!" a voice shouted, from somewhere below them. An instant later, they spotted Heather and Windshear; a short distance ahead of them, and a little to one side.

Astrid glanced down at Stormfly. "Single- spine shot, girl."

"Sorry, girl: this has to look real," Heather murmured to Windshear. A moment later, Stormfly's single- spine connected with a spot near the base of Windshear's tail. The Razorwhip let out a startled yelp, and dropped toward the ship below.

The other riders and dragons, meanwhile, took the opportunity to fall- back. They'd done what they'd come to do.

Heather hurried to check on Windshear. Then, raising her voice enough to be sure the men on deck would hear; she said, "It's ok, girl: it just nicked you."

"What were you doing up there?" Ryker's voice sounded, from just behind her.

Heather got to her feet, glaring at him. "You have something to say, Ryker?"

"Something didn't look right." Ryker persisted.

"Which part?" Heather asked. "You giving her a heads- up I was there; or you doing nothing, leaving me exposed?"

Ryker gritted his teeth, and unsheathed his sword; Heather took a step backwards, her hand drifting towards her axe. Heather said a silent prayer that things weren't about to go south.  
>An instant later, Dagur was there: gripping Ryker's sword arm, and forcing the blade down. "Now, now: lets not get crazy."<p>

Ryker grunted, but lowered his blade. "_You're_ talking to me about 'crazy'?"

"Let me put it another way." Dagur said, moving to stand next to Heather. "Touch one hair on my sister's head, and I'll run you through; and wear your ribcage, as my battle- armor."

Ryker sheathed his sword; but before he could speak, one of his men came forward. "Sir; we're heading back to the island."

Ryker turned on him, "On whose authority?"

"Viggo's," the man answered. "He's waiting."

"Good," Ryker said, turning back to them. "We'll let _him_ settle this." With that, he turned, and walked away.

Heather turned to Dagur, "What do you know about Viggo?"

Dagur shrugged, "Oh… just that he'd pretty much the opposite of 'Ryk-ie'."

Heather raised an eyebrow, "How so?"

"Well, he's smart; and when I say smart, I mean _supposedly_ cleverer than _me_; which is almost inconceivable: it… it's really hard to fathom!" Dagur chuckled. "I'm still going to need some proof!" He began to laugh that annoying laugh of his; Heather forced a smile. Dagur stopped laughing, suddenly, and shrugged. "But that's what they say. Oh: and he loves the Art of The Kill; loves it!" Dagur slammed a fist into his palm, as he spoke.

"What does Ryker say about him?" Heather asked.

"Not much," Dagur shrugged. "I thing the 'big boss' scares the little guy: scared of his own little bro… Sad; nothing worse than a family- rift." He pulled Heather into a hug, "I mean: how great is it that you're here; that we're here, together!" He stepped back. A moment later, his expression changed. "_What were you doing up there_?"

Before Heather could think of an answer, Dagur grinned. "HA: got you! You are too easy!"  
>Heather grinned, quietly relieved. "Now," Dagur continued, "let's go meet this <em>Viggo Grim-born<em>!"

_Back at Dragon's Edge_,

The moment they arrived back on The Edge, Snotlout and Tuffnut began messing around; going over, and over their 'glorious battle'. Ruff and Hookfang didn't wait long, before each went their separate ways.

Hiccup could tell, from Astrid's expression, that there was something she wanted to talk about. He gestured, and the two of them moved a short distance away from the others.  
>Astrid was silent for several heartbeats, than she turned to Hiccup. "We need to pull Heather out. If I hadn't reacted, her cover could've been blown."<p>

Hiccup sighed, "Well: I wanted her out weeks ago, but '_somebody_' talked me into allowing it."

"I know I did," Astrid admitted, "but things were different then."

Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "How?"

"It's way too dangerous," Astrid said.

"It's always been 'way too dangerous'," Hiccup told her.

"This has gotten crazy, Hiccup." Astrid persisted, "And she hasn't even met up with this 'Viggo' character, yet."

"Exactly." Hiccup said, nodding. "Viggo Grimborn _leads_ the Dragon Hunters. If we take him down; the whole Dragon- Hunter army will be without a leader, and they'll collapse."

Astrid was silent for a long moment, than she looked Hiccup in the eye. "If something happens to Heather…"

"I wish I could say that nothing will happen to her; Astrid, but…" Hiccup shrugged, though his eyes never left Astrid's. "There's really nothing we can do about it; what do you think she'd do, if we tried to pull her out of there?"

He waited, but Astrid remained silent. "You see." Hiccup said, his voice soft. "She'd never go for it; you have to remember that." Astrid nodded, and managed a small smile.

Snotlout whooped, and Hiccup and Astrid turned to see something speed past them: Snotlout in a cart, being pushed by Tuffnut. A moment later, the cart fell forward: Snotlout landed in a heap; and Tuffnut went flying, over the handles.  
>Then they pumped their fists in the air and shouted, "BEST TIME EVER!" in unison.<br>"Oh my Thor!" Snotlout began, then he and Tuffnut continued in unison. "I cannot believe you just said that! … Me neither!"

Snotlout whooped again, "Did we just think each others' thoughts?"

"I think we just did, because that's what I just thought!" Tuffnut agreed, grinning.

"Do you know what that means?" Snotlout asked; Tuff shook his head 'no'. "We just became official best- friends!"

"What?" Tuffnut asked. "I've never had an 'official best- friend'; always 'unofficial acquaintances'!"

"Argh… will you two please take it somewhere else? I can't hear myself think!" Astrid called, from where she and Hiccup stood.

"Hey, you want to go some place where nobody can tell us off?" Tuff asked.

"I thought you'd never ask." Snotlout said, nodding; and followed Tuff out of the clubhouse.

**Part Two – Viggo Grimborn **

_Miles away, on another island; Heather_,

Night had fallen by the time they boats reached their destination. Imposing cliffs rose up, out of the ocean; and, between them, rivers flowed further inland. It was at the 'center' of the island that The Hunters had established their base: A massive pit; with a ramp carved into the stone, leading down; all the way to the bottom. Caves and tunnels opened off of the main ramp, at every level, containing who- knew- what.  
>Heather didn't know, exactly, how long it took them to reach the bottom; it felt like forever. But, finally, there they were: approaching what appeared to be a 'tent' made of dragon- skins, stretched across three poles. A dragon skull hung, above the entrance.<p>

Ryker walked right up to the tent; pushed the tent flap aside, and entered; Dagur and Heather followed him in. Barrels stood, or were stacked along the inner- walls of the tent; even behind the desk, that stood opposite the entrance.  
>Sitting behind the desk, sat a man: Viggo Grimborn. "They say there are two ways to be fooled," he said, without looking up. "One is to believe what isn't true; the other, is to refuse to believe what is." He looked at them, "Maces And Talons." He got to his feet, and came around the desk. "I began playing with my grandfather, when I was just a boy. I always insisted on being the 'honorable Viking Chief'," he held up the game piece he'd been holding. "I could never understand how he bested me; time, and time again." He chuckled.<p>

Heather and Dagur exchanged uncertain looks. Heather felt a twinge of unease, though she did her best to hide it.

"For years, I assumed his skill transcended mine," Viggo continued. "I believed what wasn't true. But in Maces And Talons, as in life, the line between good and evil is often unclear. Black and white can become gray, so easily; what one soul considers evil, another might consider righteous." Viggo turned back to his desk, and set the game piece down on the board that went with it. They couldn't see what he was doing, but they could hear him. "The 'honorable chief' who fails to see this is found to be … 'the fool'."  
>He turned, considered them, than came forward, "Welcome, brother." He and Ryker embraced; then pulled back, "You must be weary; the dragon- trade is exhausting business."<br>Movement at the entrance caused Viggo to stop; he, Ryker, Dagur and Heather turned to the entrance. A man was shoved into the tent; he tripped and fell, landing at Viggo's feet. "Even more so," Viggo continued, "when profits wane because inventory goes missing." He drew his sword, as he spoke.

"Viggo," the man pleaded, "I only borrowed the hide to exchange for food; it wasn't missing for more then a day!"

Viggo help the tip of his sword at the man's throat; then under the man's arm, raising it slowly: the man rose to his feet. Viggo shifted his grip on the hilt of his sword; stepped forward, as though to run the man through. He held the position, his face as emotionless as a mask, until the man's eyes widened. Then stepped back, and nodded to the guard.

The guard came forward; gripped the 'offender' by a shoulder, and made to lead him out. "Thank you, Viggo; thank you." – Then they were gone.

"We're not animals." Viggo said, sheathing his sword, "Rest. Much to discuss, tomorrow." Ryker, Dagur, and Heather turned to leave; then Viggo put a hand on Heather's shoulder, "_She_ can stay." Ryker nodded, turned, and left; Dagur looked from Heather to Dagur, then he followed. The tent flap closed behind them.  
>Viggo turned to face Heather, "Come. Walk with me." Knowing that she didn't really have a choice, Heather accompanied him out of the tent.<p>

_A short time later_,

"My brother's treated you well, I trust?" Viggo asked, as they walked along the ramp; several levels up, now, from the 'tent'.

"You… forgave that man," Heather said. "I… wasn't expecting that."

Viggo came to a stop, "'Forgiveness'; not really a 'sound' business practice, now is it?" A cry sounded, from somewhere below them. "Trust, however, is imperative." Viggo put an arm on Heather's shoulders, and led her to the very edge of the ramp. A few pebbles fell over the edge; Heather watched them fall, resisting the urge to step back. "And there simply cannot be, _a traitor_, among us." Heather's eyes widened, but Viggo seemed not to notice.

"A man will never know how far he's willing to go until he steps to the very edge, and looks down," Viggo continued. "Wouldn't you agree?"

"I suppose, metaphorically." An instant later, the ground at her feet gave way; she yelped, but Viggo gripped her arm, and pulled her back to stable ground.

"I've always hated the use of metaphors." Viggo commented, as though nothing had happened. "Now, down to business: I need your assistance, my dear."

After several deep breaths, Heather managed to say, "You do?"

"Yes: in exposing this wrongdoer who is in our midst," Viggo elaborated.

"Oh." Heather said; relieved, but trying not to show it. "Of course. Do you have any ideas of who it is?"

"Unfortunately, yes." Viggo said, "Ryker has always been a bit jealous of the power- structure of the Dragon Hunters; and his role, in that hierarchy. That type of ambition can often cloud the mind."

"So, you think its Ryker?" Heather asked.

"I'm not entirely certain," Viggo admitted. "See; your brother claims to know these dragon- riders well, yet they always seem one step ahead of us. Now, I would never suggest turning on one's own family…"

"But if Dagur is standing in the way of your – _our_ success," Heather amended, "that is not to be tolerated."

"I couldn't have put it better myself." Viggo said, nodding and gesturing with one hand. "Nor is it tolerable if this wrongdoer is my own flesh and blood." He put an arm around Heather, and led her further along the ramp. "I'm so pleased that we are able to see eye to eye on this, Heather; I was going to ask if I could trust you, but you've made that question unnecessary. Will you see what you can uncover?"  
>Heather nodded, and Viggo continued. "Excellent. Now, in the meantime: I'd like you to join me in a most delicate retrieval; but we must keep it to ourselves. Tell me: have you ever encountered a Frightmare?"<p>

"As a matter of fact, I have." Heather said, nodding. "And, I can even tell you where to find one."

_That evening; on a sea- stack near Dragon's Edge_,

Hiccup, Astrid, Toothless and Stormfly had been waiting on the sea- stack for almost an hour, when Heather and Windshear finally landed, a short distance away from them.  
>Since Astrid had delivered Hiccup's 'revised punishment'; they'd agreed that, unless specific circumstances prevented it; Hiccup and Toothless would also attend their meetings, and hear Heather's reports first- hand.<p>

"Are you sure you weren't followed?" Astrid asked, as she and Hiccup moved forward.

"Positive." Heather said, hopping down from Windshear's back. Once she had, Windshear went to join Toothless and Stormfly. "Besides: Viggo suspects Ryker and Dagur. He asked me to go with him to capture the Frightmare; just me, Windshear, and him."

Hiccup frowned, "The Frightmare? Why would Viggo want the Frightmare?"

Heather sighed, "Hiccup: you're missing the point."

Astrid smiled, "He does that, from time to time."

Hiccup turned to her; "No, I don't."

"Look: it's me, Viggo, and Windshear!" Heather told him, grinning. "The perfect time for an ambush!"

"It would be," Hiccup agreed, "but how does Viggo think the three of you are going to capture the Frightmare?"

"You haven't met Viggo Grimborn," Heather told him. "He is a professional dragon- hunter."

"Alright," Hiccup conceded. "But you're not actually letting him capture the Frightmare?"

Heather sighed, "Of course not: that's where the ambush comes in. You guys show up; grab Viggo, and we set the Frightmare back on its path. The Frightmare follows a glowing stream of algae, as it's food source. Last year, I spent a lot of time tracking it; pinning down its location, every couple of weeks: I know where it should be, and I gave that information to Viggo. Listen: I'd better get back." She produced a map, and unrolled it for them to see, "This is the algae trail. Follow it to here; this is where we'll be." She rolled the map back up, and handed it to Hiccup.

"We'll be there." Hiccup nodded. "But Heather … There are two ways to expose a traitor. One is to catch them in the act, and confront them; the other…" Hiccup hesitated, "The other is to _make them think_ you trust them; give them false information, and use them to lure whoever they're working with into a trap. All I can say, now: Keep your eyes open, Heather: if _anything_ seems out of place to you; get Windshear, and get in the air."

Heather's eyes widened, than her face grew serious; she nodded, and called to Windshear. Heather looked from Hiccup, to Astrid. "I'll be careful; see you soon."

"Wait!" Astrid said to Heather; than she turned to Hiccup, "Are you _sure_ it's safe for Heather to go back? If Viggo knows she's been passing us information…"

Hiccup sighed, and turned to her. "I don't like it either, Astrid; but the two of you chose to lock me out of the planning stage for this mission." He turned to face Heather. "I could've helped _deepen_ your cover, from _both_ sides: given _seemingly- helpful_ suggestions to The Hunters, _through you _… That they send you and Windshear on 'decoy- hunts' closer to The Edge – traps for us, for instance. Then you could've asked where _not to go_, or asked Dagur, to get the locations for real hunts; given us those, and 'conveniently', be _miles away_ when we struck." Hiccup shrugged, and turned to Astrid. "Now, though, the only way to get Viggo into the open is to do this his way."

Astrid sighed, "You see what I mean, Heather? I told you: Hiccup's _really good_ at this sort of thing! We should've gotten him involved from the beginning."

Heather sighed. "I know; I just didn't think–"

"You didn't think I'd let you take the risk," Hiccup finished. "Heather; if you let Astrid tell me what you told her; I'd have insisted on one meeting: make contingency, and emergency- extraction plans; so we'd be on the same page, if something went wrong." He sighed. "You should get back, Heather; good luck."

Astrid and Heather shared a quick hug; Heather clambered back onto Windshear's back, and the Razorwhip shot into the air. A few minutes later, she vanished from view.

Astrid sighed, and turned to Hiccup. "I should've told you about this the moment we got back to The Edge, after Heather first told me what she was doing. Hiccup; if something happens to her…"

Hiccup put an arm around her. "I know, Astrid; but, right now, all we can do is stick to the plan. Lets go get the others."

**Part Three – The Trap **

_The following afternoon; a few miles from their destination_,

"Whoa: Heather's tracking and mapping skills are quite extraordinary!" Fishlegs commented, "Is there no end to that girl's talents?"

Astrid turned to Hiccup, and immediately took in his expression. "Hiccup; I know that look. What are you thinking?"

"I'm still trying to figure out why Viggo wants the Frightmare so badly," Hiccup admitted. "I mean: he's got to be using it's algae, or its paralyzing spray, for something."

"We could ask him ourselves, if we were waiting for him when he gets there!" Astrid pointed out. Stormfly accelerated, towards the island that rose up, ahead of them.

_Twenty minutes later_,

The dragons set down on the nearest cliff top, and the riders dismounted; riders and dragons cautiously moved forward, to survey the valley that spread out below them. It didn't take long to spot a Frightmare; it was glowing, after all.

Hiccup nodded, in satisfaction. "Now lets stay together: we need to make sure Viggo doesn't get anywhere near that dragon."

Fishlegs hesitated, "And how will we know when Viggo gets here?"

Toothless growled. **'He already is.'**

_Meanwhile; on Viggo's ship_,

Heather stood before Viggo, who was seated at his desk. "I don't see the algae trail, but we should be getting close." she said; glancing out the nearest window, glancing out the nearest window, as she spoke.

"Oh; we are, Heather." Viggo told her. "In fact: we're almost there. Exciting, isn't it?"

_Back on the island_,

"Uh, Hiccup!" Astrid called, "You might want to see this."

Hiccup turned in the direction she indicated, and saw more ships approaching the island. Fishlegs called to him a moment later, pointing in another direction: more ships.

"Uh, I don't understand: I thought Heather and Viggo were coming alone," Snotlout said.

"They were _supposed_ to be," Hiccup confirmed. An instant later, a volley of flaming boulders arched towards them. "_Everyone take cover_!"

The others immediately rushed to remount their dragons, and they rose into the sky.

_On the deck of Viggo's ship_,

Heather rushed up to the main deck and watched, horrified, as Hiccup, Toothless, and the other riders and dragons evaded volleys of flaming boulders. Projectiles that were being launched from the decks of at least a dozen other Hunter- ships, that sailed alongside them.  
>A noise from behind her made her turn, and there was Viggo. In an instant, Heather understood: Hiccup had been right. She scowled at Viggo, "You set this whole thing up."<p>

Viggo held up another game piece, from Maces And Talons. "He's called 'the imposter', some call him 'the traitor'. I thought you should have it: a parting gift." He shrugged, "Pity, really: I'd hoped you'd be a better adversary, and after we got off to such a smashing start."

Heather glanced over her shoulder, just in time to see another fireball. She drew her double- bladed axe, and lunged at Viggo. He dropped the game piece; caught the axe handle, and yanked the weapon out of her hands. The next thing Heather knew, she stood with her back to Viggo; facing the island, with the shaft of her own axe pinning her against him.  
>"How did you know?" she demanded, angrily. As she spoke, she gripped the shaft of her axe and pushed: trying to free herself.<p>

"You're no dragon- hunter, my dear; I knew that the minute I laid eyes on you." Viggo chuckled; clearly amused by her efforts to escape. "Oh, don't despair: at least your friends will all be dead, by the time we arrive."

Heather's eyes widened, then they narrowed. She kicked at her axe: the center of the shaft, where the two halves folded together. The two axe blades began to come together; and, while Viggo was distracted, Heather lunged; breaking free. But, by the time she'd adjusted her grip on her axe; and turned around, Viggo was gone.  
>Shouts made her look up, and she saw two of Viggo's men dropping towards her, from the mast. She swung her axe, and moved to meet them. She dispatched her opponents quickly enough; than a familiar call made her turn around.<br>Heather's eyes widened, "Windshear!" Her Razorwhip had been caged, and close to a dozen Hunters stood between them. "I'm coming, girl!" She leapt off the raised deck, and onto the head of the nearest Hunter; the man went down, but by then she'd leapt onto the next man. By the time they realized what was happening; Heather was standing next to the cage, and had unlatched the door.

Heather leapt onto Windshear's back, settling into the saddle; a moment later, Windshear was in the air. Several men notched dragon- root arrows to their bows; but before they were ready to fire; Windshear launched a volley of spines, forcing them to scatter.  
>Heather grinned, "Nice job, girl; lets go help the others!"<br>Windshear launched herself into the sky; a few minutes later, they pulled up alongside Hiccup and Toothless. "I'm _so sorry_, Hiccup; you were right: Viggo–"

"I know, Heather; it's alright." Hiccup said: raising a hand, reassuringly. "Where is he now?"

"On his ship, I think." Heather replied, pointing it out to Hiccup, as she spoke.

That was about the time the hunters stopped firing their dragon- root arrows at the dragon- riders; and turned their attention to the Frightmare, which was now flying over their heads.  
>Several of the arrows connected, and the Frightmare dropped towards the ocean; by sheer chance, it landed on one of The Hunters' boats. The men, on that boat, immediately set to work: securing the dragon.<p>

Heather's eyes narrowed. "Sorry, not going to happen!" Windshear dove toward the boat with the Frightmare.

"Heather; no!" Hiccup called, after her.

An instant later, one of The Hunters aimed on of their net- catapults at them, and fired; the net wrapped around Windshear and Heather, and they landed on the deck.

Hiccup turned to Astrid, "Astrid: keep trying to help Heather; it's time Viggo and I were properly introduced!" – Astrid nodded; she, Stormfly, and the others went on the offensive. Hiccup and Toothless shot towards Viggo's ship. When they landed, though, they found that the ship had been abandoned.

Stormfly landed next to them, a moment later. "We couldn't save Heather." Astrid told them, miserably. "There were just too many of them!"

"What about the Frightmare?" Hiccup asked.

Astrid shook her head, "Gone."

"Viggo too," Hiccup told her. "Astrid: this guy isn't messing around."

"No kidding." Astrid said, nodding.

"Our dragons may not be enough," Hiccup said, solemnly. "We're going to have to outthink this guy; outsmart him somehow, or… or Heather and Windshear have no chance of–"

"Don't say it," Astrid told him. "Please: just don't say it."

Hiccup walked over to her, and pulled her into a hug. "We'll get them back, Astrid; look at me." Astrid looked Hiccup in the eye, and he repeated, "We will get them back."

**Part Four – Ransacked**

"I don't get it: how did Viggo get away?" Hiccup said, shaking his head. "How did we lose Heather; Windshear, and the Frightmare?"

"I don't even want to think about what they're going to do to her, and those dragons…" Astrid said, worry evident in her voice.

'**The others are back.'** Stormfly said, glancing up.

"You find anything?" Hiccup asked, once they were close enough to hear him.

"No, the fog was too think." Fishlegs told them, glumly. "They used it for cover, and just… vanished."

"We should've just pulled Heather out, Hiccup." Astrid said, "I should've known something like this would happen!"

Hiccup put a hand on her shoulder. "Astrid: she wouldn't have come with us; you know that."

"It could've been worse!" Tuffnut said; and he and Ruff joined them on deck. "We could've brought the Dragon Eye!"

"How do you know I _didn't bring_ the Dragon Eye?" Hiccup asked; Ruff and Tuff exchanged guilty looks. Hiccup continued, "As it happens, you're right: I didn't bring the Dragon- Eye."

"Thank Thor," Astrid said.

"No kidding," Snotlout agreed. "Then Viggo would have Heather; Windshear; the Frightmare, and the Dragon Eye!"

Hiccup's eyes widened, "Which is still back on Dragon's Edge _completely unguarded_!"

_Later; back on Dragon's Edge_,

They found the base in complete disarray: barrels, and lengths of lumber, were scattered everywhere. The place was _a mess_.

Fishlegs looked around in disbelief. "Look at this! I feel so… violated."

"This was the last part of Viggo's plan." Hiccup told the others, as he surveyed the scene before them.

"Lead us away from The Edge so the rest of The Hunters' armada could stay behind, and come after the Dragon Eye." Snotlout summarized.

Hiccup nodded, his expression grim. "How did I not see that?"

_A few minutes later; at the clubhouse_,

"It's not here." Hiccup said, turning to Astrid and Snotlout. "They must've gotten it."

"Are you sure you put it away, after you got it back from the Twins?" Snotlout asked.

"Gotten it back from the Twins?" Hiccup asked, his eyes narrowing. "What, exactly, are you talking about?"

_In a cave; a short distance from their base_,

"Wow: they really wrecked this place." Hiccup commented, as he looked around at the scattered barrels, and general clutter in the cave.

"Actually, this is pretty much how we left it." Snotlout admitted.

Tuffnut, who was standing next to him, nodded. He took a few steps away from Snotlout; reached between two planks of wood, and extricated the Dragon Eye: it was covered in black gunk.

Hiccup's eyes widened, "What on earth is on there?"

"Oh, it's just grease; don't worry, it'll buff right out!" Tuff spit on it; rubbed it on Ruff's back, and held it out to show the others. "Uh… it might take a while, though."

Hiccup took the Dragon Eye, and shook his head. "I can't believe you took this without telling me. All you had to do was ask, and you could've used it: it belongs to all of us."

"Yeah, you two!" Snotlout said, gesturing to the Twins. "Do you know what could've happened _if Viggo_ _got a hold of this_?"

Ruff rounded on him. "Seems to me that if I hadn't 'removed' the Dragon Eye from its 'masterful' hiding place; we'd be having a very different conversation, right now!"

Hiccup turned; and walked to the cave entrance, and leaned against the wall. A moment later, Astrid joined him. "Hey, you ok?"

"Yeah." Hiccup took a few more steps away from the cave. "No … Astrid; I let it happen: I put Heather and Windshear in that position; I risked the Dragon Eye being taken; I fell for Viggo's plan… Huh, it's a mess."

Toothless walked over to Hiccup; warbled something; and gave Hiccup a light thump on the arm, with his snout.

"You're right, it is." Astrid said, coming forward to join them; Hiccup turned to look at her, surprised to hear her say it. "But if there's a mess, we clean it up: all of us, together."

As she spoke, the others emerged from the cave: to join them, where they stood.

Fishlegs nodded. "We can get the 'A- Team' from Berk; load up whatever weapons we can, and go in there dragons blazing!" Meatlug nodded.

"No." Hiccup told them, firmly. "No, we're not going anywhere; nobody, is going anywhere; not yet, at least." Astrid's eyes widened, and the others also looked surprised. Hiccup continued, "Think about it: We do what we do really well; we're a pretty smart group. We're fast; we're fearless, and we ride dragons. This guy, Viggo, he manipulated us; like we were a bunch of inexperienced little kids. If we have any chance against him, we can't go in dragons blazing like we usually do; no… That could get Heather and Windshear killed; that could get one of us killed."

"Well, I for one, am definitely against getting us killed," Tuffnut said.

"Yep: I have to agree with that." Ruffnut said, nodding. "And not just because we're twins, and we always think the same thing."

"So you just want to leave Viggo to hunting, and hurting, dragons at will?" Astrid asked. "You want to do… nothing?"

"I want to do the _right_ thing," Hiccup said. "And that, is going to take some thinking." He turned; and clambered onto Toothless's back. "I'll be at the clubhouse, if you need me."

Toothless rose into the sky: a moment later, they were gone. Astrid watched them go; not sure if there was anything she could do to help, but wishing there was.

**Part Five – Captives of The Hunters **

_At the Dragon Hunters' base_,

The Frightmare lay, curled up in its cage; its muzzle, now off, lay on the ground a few feet away. Ryker walked up to the bars; and dropped a bucket of the glowing algae, just outside of the cage. "Alright, dragon; dinner time. Viggo wants you to eat up, like a good little boy; if it was up to me, you'd starve."

"Come now, big brother; this dragon is our guest. His value to us is immeasurable; we must treat him well, keep him happy." Viggo said, coming forward, and kneeling next to the cage. He shoved the bucket into the cage; the Frightmare sniffed at it, and then began to eat. "The good question is what to do with our other guest," Viggo continued.

"The traitor," Ryker growled. He shrugged, "Whispering- Death tunnels; drop her in, let them tear her to pieces. It'll be entertaining for the crew, too."

"I'm not concerned with 'entertaining the crew'." Viggo said, getting to his feet. "They must stay sharp: it's only a matter of time before Hiccup formulates his parry." Ryker frowned, and Viggo sighed. "_'Counter- attack_', big brother; Thank Thor he blessed you with strength of body." Ryker gritted his teeth, but Viggo seemed not to notice. "Leave Heather be, for now; she will prove useful to us, almost as useful as our glowing friend, here."

_On the ramp; several levels above them_,

Heather's hands were bound behind her; and Dagur was leading her towards a cage, set into one of the caves. "This should keep you nice and cozy." Dagur said, shoving her towards the open door of the cage. "Until we bring this dragon- rider nonsense to its horrifying conclusion."

"Dagur," Heather said, imploringly. "We come from a proud and historic tribe of Vikings; Berserkers. We don't turn on each other; we stand for each other; how can you just ignore that?"

Dagur shrugged, "Well: I let it enter my noggin, and then I pay no attention to it. Right, I mean: that's how you ignore something."

"But you don't, you can't!" Heather persisted, "I know you, Dagur: we share the same blood!" Dagur glanced down, and Heather felt a flicker of hope. "You are too smart to ignore anything, brother."

"Can I ask you something, sister?" Dagur asked.

Heather nodded; "Of course, anything."

Dagur got right in her face, "Where were all these lovey-dovey family- values, when you were trying to _blow up my ship, and kill me_?"

"I didn't know you were my brother, at the time." Heather's eyes narrowed, "And, if you remember, you destroyed my entire island!"

Dagur blinked, and stepped back. "Huh… good point. Are we 'ok', you and I, on that whole thing? Still some lingering feelings of skepticism?" Heather lowered her gaze. "Thought so!" Dagur grabbed her shoulder; and shoved her into the cage, closing and locking the door, behind her.

"Wait: what are you doing?" Heather asked.

"If there's one thing I've learned out here; over the years, it's that I can only trust one person." Dagur told her, "And do you know who that person is?"

"Dagur…" Heather said, desperately.

"Correct; Dagur: that's who!" Dagur exclaimed. "That's who I trust: he's so trustworthy, he's faithful. Tried and true, that Dagur!"

"I'm your sister," Heather said. "There's nothing I wouldn't do for you."

"Really?" Dagur asked, and Heather nodded. "_Then stop moving your mouth, and don't make anymore trouble_!" He took a few steps back from the cage, "You know, you're really giving our family a bad name." He turned around, and walked away.

Heather sighed. She'd done her best, but it clearly hadn't been enough. '_I'm sorry; Hiccup, Windshear… I'm so, so sorry_.'

**Part Six – Return to Viggo's Ship **

_Meanwhile_,

"Hiccup; what are we doing?" Astrid called, from her place on Stormfly's back: as they flew alongside Hiccup and Toothless.

"Before we face Viggo again, we need to learn more about him," Hiccup explained. "Lets take another look at his ship; maybe we missed something."

_A short time later; on Viggo's ship_,

"We've been through this place before, Hiccup; they took everything, when they left." Astrid pointed out, as they made their way through the hold of Viggo's ship.

Toothless, who'd loped ahead of them; looked into the last cell at the end, and growled. **'Not everything.' **

"What've you got there, bud?" Hiccup asked; as he made his way over, Astrid following close behind. In the middle of the cell, was a lone crate; something had been left on top of it, covered by a cloth.  
>Hiccup removed the cloth, and his eyes widened. "Maces And Talons…" Hiccup examined the board; then pointed to one of the pieces, "The 'Viking- chief', that's supposed to be me, trying to save 'the traitor'." Hiccup gestured to the piece in the middle, which had been broken into two pieces.<p>

"Who's that, then?" Astrid asked, gesturing to the other piece.

"The 'chief of the marauders'," Hiccup told her. "If I had to guess, I'd say Viggo." Hiccup bent over the game board, and picked up the pieces of the third figure. "And this piece, this is 'the traitor'."

Astrid's eyes widened. "Also known as 'Heather'… it's almost as though Viggo wanted you to see this."

Hiccup nodded, "It's a challenge; from him to me… He's daring me to play."

"Why did he break Heather's piece?" Astrid asked.

"Because," Hiccup's tone was grim, "in Maces And Talons; 'the traitor' dies, in the end… 'The traitor' always dies."

_Back on Dragon's Edge_,

"Hiccup; Maces and Talons!" Fishlegs exclaimed; when Hiccup set the game board down, on a table in the cavern where the others waited. "Does this mean–?"

Hiccup shook his head. "No, Fishlegs."

"But Maces and Talons was designed to test the abilities and decision- making expertise of future chiefs in the heat of battle!" Fishlegs continued, excitedly.

"I'm not taking over as Chief of Berk: Viggo left this for me. He wants me to play Maces And Talons with him," Hiccup explained.

"Viggo's here?" Tuffnut asked, looking around frantically.

"We've got 'next's!" Ruffnut said, rushing forward.

"Viggo is not here, and we are not using the board," Hiccup told them, blocking their path. The Twins backed away, looking disappointed. "We're playing for real; with real people… Viggo's forcing my hand: he's making me play him for Heather's life." As he spoke, Hiccup picked up the two halves of 'the traitor', holding them in his palm.

"What happens if you don't play?" Fishlegs asked. Hiccup and Astrid exchanged a look; Hiccup let the pieces fall out of his hand, and they clattered back onto the board.  
>Fishlegs's eyes widened, "Oh; no, no, no. You… you have to play; you just have to!"<p>

"And, we need a strategy." Snotlout said, coming forward.

Hiccup sighed, and nodded. "We do, Snotlout. And that strategy has to be different than anything he's ever seen, or tried; otherwise, Heather and Windshear won't stand a chance."

**Part Seven – Maces and Talons **

_Meanwhile; at the Dragon Hunter's base_,

Viggo and Dagur were playing Maces and Talons, and not the '_boring_' board game version. Viggo sat in a chair, carved from a tree trunk; Dagur stood next to him, and it was his turn.

"Come on, Dagur: think," Viggo told him. "I know there's a brain, under all those scars and tattoos."

Dagur glared at him, "I _am_ thinking; this is my 'thinking- face'!" He considered the men: standing before them, representing their various 'game pieces'.  
>Then Dagur grinned, and rubbed his hands together. "Alright: I'm moving my 'long-ship' next to your 'dragon- hunter's king-ship'." Three of Dagur's men, standing in a line, marched forward; coming to a stop, next to the man representing Viggo's 'king-ship'.<br>"Ha-ha!" Dagur gloated, "What do you think of that?"

Viggo raised an eyebrow, unconcerned. "I think you've forced me to relocate seven of my hunters. Interesting move."

"Yes, I knew it!" Dagur continued, "I hereby take all seven; they're mine: all mine! For good measure: I sentence them to life, in Berserker- prison!" He chuckled.

Viggo sighed; in exasperation, "If you wish." He clasped his hands together, "Now: remind me how many 'hunters' there are, in Maces and Talons."

Dagur turned to him, smugly. "Eight."

"And you've just captured _seven_ on mine." Viggo said, calmly.

"Yes, I di-id!" Dagur confirmed, "Give up?"

"Well; I would, had you not failed to realize that my one lone 'hunter' has a mace to your 'Viking- king's head." Viggo told Dagur: pointing to the 'board', as he spoke.

Dagur turned just in time to see Viggo's 'hunter' hit his man over the head; the man dropped to the ground, groaning.  
>"Game over," Viggo said, and rose to his feet. "You see, Dagur: a player has to be willing to sacrifice every one of his pieces to be victorious, <em>every one<em>. Pieces, as with people, are expendable; _no-one is irreplaceable_."  
>He turned, and began to walk away. Behind him, Dagur's eyes widened, as the meaning of Viggo's words sank in. Then his eyes narrowed.<p>

_That night, in the sky; above The Hunter's base_,

Toothless flew out of a bank of fog, above The Hunters' base; the other dragons, riders on their backs, emerged close behind them.

Hiccup turned to the others, "Remember, guys: Viggo is a master of deception. We have to be one step ahead of him, at all times; or it's game- over."

"Sounds a little to me like it's already game- over," Tuffnut commented.

"Yep; that was my interpretation," Ruffnut agreed. An instant later, the first arrows shot past them; all of them missed.

"Where are those coming from?" Fishlegs asked, looking around.

"From below the cloud- cover," Astrid replied. "They must have ships down there!"

"How did they know we were up here?" Fishlegs asked, eyes wide.

A glow of light, from just behind them, caught their attention. They turned, and saw that Hookfang had set himself on fire; so Snotlout could warm his hands.

When he saw them glaring at him, Snotlout shrugged, "What? I was chilly; now I'm warm and toasty." – More arrows shot into the sky; Stormfly dodged.

"We must be close to the island," Hiccup said.

"Uh, Hiccup." Astrid said, pointing ahead of them.

The fog parted, and they saw a large island, almost directly below them. Hiccup's eyes widened, "Viggo's base!"

Fishlegs frowned, "Are you sure that's it? It looks kind of deserted." An instant later, a pillar of fire shot into the sky, only a few feet in front of Fishlegs and Meatlug. "And I stand corrected," Fishlegs amended.

The found the source of the fire, as they flew over the next rise. A collared Typhoomerang; with thick ropes running from the collar to metal hooks, embedded in the ground. Next to the dragon, stood a man with a spear. He jabbed the dragon with the point; it roared, and launched another pillar of fire into the sky. This time, Hookfang and Snotlout had to dodge.

"He's using _flipping Typhoomerangs_, as blowtorches?" Snotlout demanded.

"I thought you liked it 'toasty'," Astrid called.

"I like 'toast_y_', not 'toast_ed_'," Snotlout clarified.

Another blast of fire roared into the sky, a short distance ahead of the Twins, and their Zippleback. Tuff turned to Hiccup, "I have to say: you totally undersold this guy, Hiccup; he is way more devious than–"

"_Look out_!" Hiccup shouted; Toothless and Meatlug dodged yet another blast of fire.

Stormfly dodged another pillar of flames, and drew up alongside of Toothless. "Maybe we should pull back; find a place to regroup," Astrid suggested. "There's no way we're getting through that!" She gestured at the wall of fire that now filled the sky, ahead of them.

"No." Hiccup turned to the others, "All of this, it's just a distraction!"

"It's _fire_, Hiccup," Snotlout said. "Actual _fire_."

"Going to have to concur with Snotlout, on that one." Tuffnut commented; the top of his helmet was aflame.

"What I mean is: Viggo doesn't want us to retreat; it only seems that way," Hiccup told them. "He wants us to get past the fire and arrows; he wants me to find Heather." His eyes narrowed, "Then his game really begins."

"Well if he wants us to get through, he's got a funny way of showing it!" Snotlout called, as Hookfang continued to dodge the blasts of fire.

"He doesn't want us to get _through_," Hiccup realized. "He wants us to go around, and attack him from the back."

"Oh, that sounds way better; but that's not what we're doing." Snotlout turned to Hiccup, "Is it?"

"Nope, we're going in this way: straight into the fire!" Hiccup turned to the others, "Look: the fire from the Typhoomerang, is like a giant tornado; if we fly, right into the eye of it, it'll be hot; but the fire won't touch us."

"_Inside it_?" Snotlout asked, incredulously. "This whole plan sounds completely theoretical!"

"My fine sister and I have performed said feat of daring many times, throughout the history of 'nut'!" Tuffnut declared, gesturing to Ruffnut as he spoke.

Ruffnut nodded. "Yeah, for fun! It does work; as long as you don't panic, while you're inside."

Snotlout screamed; Fishlegs moaned, and covered his eyes with his hands; the Twins stood on their dragons' necks, pumping their fists and shouting. Astrid and Stormfly went next; and, last of all, Hiccup and Toothless.

Then a voice from somewhere below shouted, "Cease fire! Cease fire!"

A moment later, the fiery pillars faded, revealing the dragons and their riders; unharmed, and close enough to attack.

"You guys free the Typhoomerangs," Hiccup called. "I'm going to find Heather."

Astrid nodded, "Hurry!"

_In Viggo's tent_,

A tremor made the lantern, hanging over Viggo's desk, sway. Viggo turned to Ryker, "They're here, I assume."

Ryker nodded, "But not the way you'd planned: they went through the fire, right down the middle of it."

"Brilliant. Simply brilliant," Viggo commented. "That boy _does_ know his dragons, I'll give him that."

"Aren't we going to do something?" Ryker asked, "Most of the troops are on the far side of the island."

Viggo chuckled, and got to his feet. "Come on now, big brother; what fun would a game be if saddled against an inferior opponent?" He clapped Ryker on the shoulder, and walked out of the tent.

"Whatever you say, little brother." Ryker muttered, following.

Dagur was waiting for them, outside the tent. "You know, there's a rumor going around that the dragon- riders broke through the Typhoomerangs."

"You're sure about that?" Viggo asked.

"Yeah." Dagur said, gesturing as he spoke. "I'm thinking the four Typhoomerangs, rising into the horizon, are a pretty good indication."

"Dagur; did you do what I told you to do, with the prisoner?" Viggo asked.

Dagur nodded. "Of course, but I'm still thinking–"

Viggo turned to him, "Stop thinking: all thinking has been done; you simply need to do what you're told: follow orders. Can you do that?" He didn't wait for an answer.

Ryker emerged from the tent, a moment later. Dagur turned to him; "You're the _big_ brother, right?"

Ryker sighed, "That I am."

"Don't you ever want to just kick the living yak- dung out of him?" Dagur asked.

Ryker nodded. "Of course I do; and I could, easily. But I don't."

"And why, would that be?" Dagur asked, turning to face Ryker.

Ryker got right in his face. "Because he's my brother; always remember that, Dagur." Ryker turned, and walked away.

_Meanwhile_,

Hiccup and Toothless swooped in low, over the island: searching for some sign of Heather, or the Frightmare. Two men appeared, from amongst the trees, and shot arrows at them; the arrows clattered off of Toothless's scale- armor, one bounced off of Hiccup's arm. Toothless shot a plasma- bolt, and sent the two men flying.

Then Hiccup spotted a familiar bluish- glow emanating from a cage in a distant clearing. He pulled his dragon- scale helmet over his head, though he left the faceplate up. "Lets get a closer look, bud."  
>Toothless landed in a clearing, a short distance from the glowing cage. Hiccup dismounted, "Wait here, bud; keep them busy. I'll contact you if I run into trouble."<p>

Toothless nodded, **'Be careful.'**

Moving slowly, Hiccup made his way toward the cage the glow emanated from. When he saw the Frightmare, his eyes widened; "What have they done to you? … Look: I'll be back." Hiccup promised; he turned, and continued to make his way through the cages.

Finally: Hiccup spotted a cage that appeared to hold a human figure, covered in a blanket. Then he saw Heather's double- bladed battle axe; one blade embedded in the ground, so that the shaft, and other blade, pointed straight up.

Hiccup bolted toward the cage; drew 'Fury', to cut the lock; and returned the blade to its sheath. He opened the door, and stepped into the cage. "Heather… Heather; come on! We've got to get out of here." He gripped the cloth; pulled it off, and his eyes widened.

"Welcome, Hiccup." said the man, who'd been kneeling under the blanket.

"Where's Heather?" Hiccup demanded, taking several steps backward, as he spoke.

"Hmm; bad news: she won't be joining us, tonight." The man got to his feet, and turned to face Hiccup. "But, on the positive side: you far exceeded my expectations; good on you!"

His hair was dark brown; as was his well- trimmed beard, which covered the area above his lip, and extended a little below his chin. He wasn't much taller than Hiccup; was clad in a leather tunic, and dark pants; and wore spiked leather shoulder pads, and a matching belt. A sword was strapped to his back.

More Hunters appeared; emerging from behind bushes and trees; leveling crossbows at Hiccup.

Hiccup considered them, for a moment. "You underestimate me, Viggo." As he spoke, Hiccup exited the cage, and closed the door behind him. He found a medium- sized boulder, and placed it in front of the door: essentially 'locking' Viggo in the cage.

Viggo raised an eyebrow, "Do I; and what makes you say that? You must know _this_," Viggo gestured at the cage, "changes nothing: My 'hunters' hold the high- ground, crossbows ready; and your 'honorable Viking- chief', is in their sights."

"And we're back to your _obsession_ with 'Maces and Talons'." Hiccup sighed. "I have two reasons to say you've underestimated me; and they could cost you far more than a 'game'."  
>When Hiccup next spoke, he sounded several years older: every word calm, calculated, and carrying a weight and authority that matched, if not exceeded, Viggo's.<p>

"As my name implies, I am a 'hiccup'; but I did not simply curl up in a corner, and wait to grow. No, I trained my mind: _my mind_ is my weapon, just as much as my sword. You _hid_ in the shadows, Viggo; emerged with the element of surprise, and in so doing, took an _early advantage_. But do not think you'll be able maintain it; or that you'll be able to outthink me."  
>Hiccup raised an eyebrow, "Need I remind you, Viggo Grimborn: I have <em>two<em> reasons you've underestimated me; you have, _only now_; been made aware of the _first_, of _two I've chosen _to tell you, mind."

Viggo's men shifted, uneasily. And, for the briefest moment, Hiccup thought he saw a flicker of uncertainty, in Viggo's expression.

Viggo was disciplined, though. When he spoke; his voice, and demeanor, was as calm as before. "Very well, what is your other reason?"

Hiccup smiled, "My sword, and my armor: they are… unique."

Viggo raised an eyebrow. "Really … How so?"

Hiccup chuckled, and unsheathed his sword; an aura of blue- flames crackled to life around the black- blade, and he hurled it towards The Hunters. A moment later, Hiccup gestured with his sword- hand; a sideways motion; and the blade followed his direction.  
>It spun through the air, a few inches in front of each crossbow: slicing the points off the points off of the notched arrows, and igniting the wood of the crossbows themselves. The Hunters dropped their ruined bows, and eyed Hiccup warily.<br>When Hiccup held out his sword- hand; the black- blade shot towards him. A moment later, his fingers closed around the hilt, and he returned it to its sheath.  
>In a low voice, Hiccup said, "I'm sure you have heard… '<em>Rumors<em>'." The silence went unbroken for a full minute. Hiccup smiled, "Whatever todays' outcome, know this: you have my_ full attention_, Hunters… And 'the shadows' won't be very safe, if I decide to invite 'a few' of my Night- Fury friends to join us; they have _an old grudge_ against _dragon- hunters_."

Hiccup turned, and walked away; back toward the spot where Toothless waited.

**Part Eight – Stolen **

Hiccup kept to a brisk walk, and rejoined Toothless a few minutes after he'd left the cage where Viggo and his men had been lying in wait. There was no need for Hiccup to fill Toothless in; thanks to their connection, he already knew of all that had happened.

Mere moments after Hiccup had settled into the saddle, on Toothless's back; they heard movement, and looked up to see Viggo emerging from between the nearest trees, and cages. Hiccup rolled his eyes, "For the last time: I'm not giving you the Dragon- Eye."

"'Dragon- Eye'." Viggo repeated, his expression thoughtful. "A fitting name. If you don't mind, I'll use that."

"Have it your way, Viggo," Hiccup told him. "But don't say I didn't warn you."

Viggo turned his head to one side, and nodded. As Toothless began to rise into the sky, Hiccup turned in the direction that Viggo had nodded. His eyes widened: the Frightmare had been taken out of its cage, and muzzled.

This muzzle had been modified: one of Viggo's men flicked something, on the side, and a hatch opened on the front. Before Hiccup could warn Toothless, or pull down the visor on his helmet; which he'd lifted, on his way back to Toothless; the Frightmare's paralyzing spray hit them, and both he and Toothless froze where they stood.

Viggo approached them, at a leisurely pace. He considered them for a moment, then his eyes landed on Hiccup's saddlebags. He rummaged around in it, for a moment, and then extricated the Dragon- Eye. He held it up, triumphantly; and his men, more of them now emerging from the trees; cheered.  
>One of the men standing next to the Frightmare, prodded it with a spear; and the other began to lead it away. Viggo turned to Hiccup and Toothless, "Hiccup Haddoc The Third; I've enjoyed our time together. You are a worthy adversary; I do truly hope we are able to compete again." Then he set off, following after the two men leading the Frightmare away.<p>

_In a system on caves, somewhere in The Hunters' base; Heather_,

Heather's hands were manacled together, in front of her; Dagur walked a short distance ahead of her, two of Viggo's men were right behind her. She felt… she couldn't find words to describe how bad she felt.  
>One thought kept repeating itself, in her head: '<em>Even if I could get out, how can I show my face in front of the other riders, and dragons? This is all my fault<em>!"

Dagur came to a stop, and turned to her; he didn't speak, just pointed her towards the opening to his left hand to the entrance of the cavern in front of him. Heather turned, and entered, followed by Viggo's men.  
>Then a voice from behind her said, "Wait… this doesn't seem right."<br>"You're right," the other Hunter said. "Viggo specifically said–"

The second voice ended; suddenly, when Dagur came up behind them; and bashed their heads together. Both men dropped to the ground, unconscious. "News flash," Dagur told them. "I no longer care what Viggo has to say."

Heather turned around, startled. Dagur was coming towards her, drawing his sword. Heather's eyes widened. "Dagur; please, don't–"  
>Dagur raised his sword; Heather closed her eyes, and held her arms up in front of her. She heard the sword move through the air ... Then something landed on the ground, at her feet. Heather opened her eyes, and looked down; her hands were free: Dagur had struck off her manacles.<p>

Dagur didn't speak, he simply glared at her: then he raised two fingers to his lips, and whistled. A familiar sound reached her hears; Heather turned, and saw "Windshear!"  
>Her dragon bounded towards her, and Heather threw her arms around Windshear's head.<br>She turned to look at Dagur, who'd turned to leave; he looked back, turned, and walked away without a word.

_Meanwhile; Hiccup and Toothless_,

The moment the Frightmare paralysis wore off, Hiccup turned to look in the direction Viggo had gone; Toothless sniffed at the footprints, memorizing Viggo's scent. Once he had, Toothless spread his wings and shot after Viggo; following the footprints, and scent trail.

A few minutes later, they arrived at the entrance of a cave. The footprints and scent trail confirmed that Viggo had gone inside; so they shot through the opening, and down the tunnel. They rounded the first bend, and saw one of Viggo's men: a sentry. Toothless launched a plasma- blast; knocking the man off his feet and into a wall. But another man, stationed further down the tunnel, spotted them, and passed the word along.

Then, from somewhere just ahead, they heard Viggo say, "Release the dragon."

Toothless shot out of the tunnel, and into a medium sized cavern. "Viggo!" Hiccup called. Then he stopped: Viggo, Ryker, and several Hunters, stood at the other end of the cavern.  
>Between them, and facing Hiccup and Toothless, hovered a very angry Frightmare. The glowing dragon lunged at them; spraying a cloud of mist, as it came. Toothless dodged, and shot back down the tunnel they'd entered through.<p>

Hiccup and Toothless shot out of the tunnel: rising into the sky, and away from the island. They found the others waiting for them. "Guys; get out of the way!"  
>The others turned, at the sound of Hiccup's voice; then they saw the Frightmare, and their eyes widened. Ruff, Tuff and their Zippleback were frozen by the Frightmare's mist, and dropped towards the island. Moments later, Snotlout and Hookfang were also frozen.<p>

Hiccup turned to Astrid and Stormfly, who had pulled up alongside of Toothless. "We need to get this thing out of here; back on its food- trail!"

A moment later, Heather and Windshear joined them. "_Heather_!" Astrid called, in relief.

"Don't hurt it, girl; we just need to scare it off!" Heather told Windshear. The Razorwhip nodded, and shot towards the Frightmare.  
>When the Frightmare veered away from Heather and Windshear, Astrid and Stormfly intercepted it; when it veered away from them, Toothless launched another plasma- bolt.<br>The Frightmare veered away from them, and shot off: over the ocean, heading back towards the trail of glowing algae.

Windshear pulled up alongside Stormfly, a moment later; Astrid and Heather exchanged relieved grins. They saw Hiccup and Toothless coming towards them, a moment later, and Astrid felt as though a huge weight had been lifted from her shoulders.

"Heather, Windshear; I'm glad you're both all right," Hiccup said, nodding to them; his expression grim. As he spoke, the other dragons rose to join them: riders on their backs.

Astrid considered him, for a minute. "He got the Dragon- Eye, didn't he?" Hiccup turned to her, but said nothing. "We'll get it back, Hiccup," she told him, trying to reassure him. "Besides: they've got no Snow- Wraith key; without that, it's useless."

"Viggo _doesn't need_ a Snow- Wraith key; in fact: he's already unlocked the Dragon- Eye… permanently," Hiccup told them. "Apparently: when the Dragon- Eye was built, the locking mechanism was given an emergency- release; a filament, that could only be burned away by…" Hiccup sighed, "By the glow of a Frightmare."

"You mean…" Heather's eyes widened. "Oh, gods: this is _all my fault_! I told him where to find the Frightmare; than Windshear and I got ourselves captured, and–"

"Blaming yourselves won't help anyone, Heather; Windshear." Hiccup told them, quietly. "We all make mistakes. The question is: Will you make _the same_ mistakes again, Heather?"

Heather met Hiccup's gaze. "It won't happen again, Hiccup; _I promise_."

Hiccup held Heather's gaze for a long moment, than nodded. "Alright: your six- month probationary period, starts _now_. At the end of that time, if all goes well, _I will_ reinstate you and Windshear as full members of our team."

"_Thank you_, Hiccup," Heather said, relief evident in her voice. "I – _We_," she put a hand on Windshear's neck, "won't let you down." The Razorwhip nodded in silent agreement.

"And, while our circumstances aren't what I'd like; today wasn't a _complete_ loss," Hiccup's voice was surprisingly calm. In an instant, every eye was on him.

Toothless chuckled. **'I'd almost forgotten about that: you made quite an **_**impression**_** on Viggo's "hunters".' **

Astrid's eyes widened. "Hiccup; what's Toothless talking about?"

For the next five minutes, Hiccup described his 'encounter', with Viggo and his men. Then he explained how he'd sent a shadowy Night- Fury: to follow Viggo and his hunters, and of the information it had brought back.

Viggo's words seemed to hang in the air: "_Hiccup will come to know that his carelessness will cause every dragon on earth to be slaughtered and sold; including his Night- Fury._"

Two full minutes passed, in silence: as the listeners processed what Hiccup had told them.

"Viggo challenged me to a game of 'Maces and Talons'; that '_game_', has only just begun." Hiccup's eyes glowed a greenish- yellow. **"And Viggo; has no idea, what he's up against." **

_**THE END **_
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**'Vikings of Berk' Storyline: **(Additional stories will be added as new seasons are released.)

**1. Rise of The Dragons**

**2. Defenders of The Skies**

**3. Race To The Edge (based on Netflix series)**
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